
        
            
                
            
        

    Trustfall
Would you trade the life you have for a chance at a life you’ll love?
Devri Cahn is poised on the knife edge of getting everything she’s always wanted: an enviable rental empire in Brooklyn, guaranteed top-tier income, and elevated social status in the cutthroat world of the NYC lesbian elite. It’s finally all at her fingertips, so why does she want to leave it all behind?
Siobhan Byrne has returned to her tiny rural fishing village on the southern coast of Ireland with one goal: to buy the rundown cottages by the sea and turn them into slick, modern holiday rentals. After university in Dublin and some real-world experience, she’s determined to reach her goal of marketing Ireland’s undeniable pull to rich American tourists. It’s about time Ireland stepped into the twenty-first century, and she’s the woman for the job, especially if she gets filthy rich doing it.
Devri and Shiv never expected their feelings for each other to linger, but sometimes the search for what you’ve always wanted leads home, to the one you’ve always needed.
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To the people of Ireland, who have always welcomed me home.



 
C HAPTER ONE
Shiv Byrne opened her eyes, then shut them hard when she realized where she was.
After a few shots the previous night, downloading Tinder, and clicking on a random American blonde from Alabama, she’d had to spend most of the evening explaining that she wasn’t named after a prison knife, that Shiv was just short for Siobhan, and that “craic” was, in fact, not the class-A drug she thought it was. By then, the blonde had had a few half-pints of lager, so she followed up that scintillating conversation with endless tales of her Irish great-great-great-uncle twice removed that made her, in fact, “super-Irish.” Shiv finally kissed her around midnight, primarily to shut her up, only to have her launch into a spirited explanation about how she was “not really gay” because she only kissed girls when she was on vacation.
I’m getting too old for this shit. Shiv opened her eyes again to see that her chances of getting out of bed and the hell out of this hotel without waking the American were slim to none. Her head was pounding, and one glance at her watch reminded her she had twenty minutes to stop by her old flat to get her shit and then make a mad dash to the station. There was only one train to Galway that would land her there in time to catch the bus on to Firnagh. She sighed as quietly as possible and rubbed her eyes. Fuck it. I’m just going to make a run for it.
She managed to silently find one of the shirts she’d been wearing and her jeans, thank sweet baby Jesus, with her wallet and keys still in the back pocket. She’d nearly laced up her boots and was already staring down the door when the American sat up naked in the bed.
She smiled, leisurely winding her hair extensions into a messy bun perched on the top of her head.
“You’re not leaving, are you, Shiv?” She dropped her voice to a kitten purr and crawled to the end of the bed. “I thought we could get some breakfast and you could show me some leprechauns or something.”
“Tempting. It is leprechaun season. But, unfortunately, I have a train to catch.” Shiv leaned over and kissed her slowly, stopping herself just before she continued down to the amber-pink nipples that were, in all fairness, flawless. “But I had a lovely time, Amy, and I hope you love the rest of your time in Ireland.”
Amy’s eyes narrowed, and Shiv knew instantly she’d made a mistake. Fuckin’ hell. Now I can’t just leave it like this. I mean, I could, but… “Sorry…Amanda, was it?”
“Are you still drunk?” She pulled the sheet up and glared at Shiv. “My name is Ashley.”
Shiv flashed her most charming smile. “I’m just a bit hungover. You must’ve drunk me under the table last night.”
A tense silence followed, which Shiv took as a sign that she was late for the door. She hadn’t quite gotten it closed before a pillow flew through it and smacked the far corridor wall. The door itself slammed shut a few seconds later as she picked up the pace and opted for the stairs over the hotel elevator.
Shiv raced down seven flights of stairs, then burst through the two glass entry doors to the hotel, checking her watch to find that she now had only sixteen minutes to make her train. She ordered a taxi on her phone as she dodged the Dublin tourists to get to her flat on Angier Street, unlocked it, and pulled her duffel bag onto her shoulder. She left her key on the entry table for the landlord and turned around just in time to see her taxi rounding the corner.
“You have no idea how happy I am to see you, mate.” Shiv tossed her duffel into the backseat and slid in beside it. “Heuston station, please, quick as ya can.”

Devri Cahn heard the familiar click of her own heels on the polished marble floors of Bergdorf Goodman, then the whoosh of the glass entrance doors as they closed behind her, silently lifting the edges of her hair to brush her face. Her family had owned the Fifth Avenue retail icon since the early 1950s, so stepping into the bright cosmetics department on the main floor, followed by the chilled rush of early spring New York air, always felt like coming home. She’d always assumed she’d make a career of the family business, or at least she had until the last few months. She’d started at the perfume counter right out of college and worked her way up as a buyer for the men’s department, which had seemed perfect at the time, but something about it just didn’t feel right anymore. She’d always assumed the store was her destiny, but lately, working there felt more like spending every day buttoned into a shirt two sizes too small.
The Chanel counter caught her eye, with its sleek, backlit, black displays, and Devri glanced at her watch, wondering if she had time to pick up a tube of her signature lipstick and still make it to her appointment upstairs. Her complexion was maddeningly pale, with an amber swath of freckles, as if the wind had blown them across her face and they’d chosen to stay. The only makeup she’d ever worn was a slick of Chanel’s Rouge Noir. Anything else she’d tried had always seemed like too much, as if her face suddenly belonged to someone else. She’d once asked a visiting makeup artist from London to help her tone down her freckles with foundation, and he’d rolled his eyes, then leaned over the counter and whispered, “There’s no reason to spray-paint the Sistine Chapel, honey.” And that was that.
She spotted a sales associate at the counter, studying the lipsticks on a display, picking up each tube and turning it over, her lips moving as she memorized the name and then placing it carefully back in the display. She didn’t seem to notice Devri approaching, and another glance at her watch told her she’d need to speed things up if she wanted to be on time for her appointment.
“Excuse me, could I—”
The associate jumped as if the words were a gunshot, and the scarlet lipstick she was holding flew in Devri’s direction, bouncing off the shoulder of her ivory silk blouse before it clattered across the floor.
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” The salesgirl dropped the cap as well when she realized who it was, a deep flush of panic rising steadily from her neck to her face. “Ms. Cahn, I’m sorry. I—”
The hurried click of approaching heels told her the counter manager was approaching, and Devri smiled, catching the lipstick cap before it rolled off the edge of the counter and handing it back to her. “You’ve done me a favor, actually.” She glanced at the broken slash of scarlet across her shoulder. “My mother picked out this blouse, and I’ve been dying to have a reason to kick it out of my closet.” She noticed tears welling in the girl’s eyes and squeezed her hand. “Really, it’s no big deal. Accidents happen.”
The counter manager, Elizabeth, took in the scene quickly as she stepped behind the counter and kindly encouraged the girl to take a break, discreetly handing her a tissue as she stepped away. Elizabeth chose a new boxed tube of Devri’s color from behind the counter and wrapped it up, offering to call up to the women’s department and have someone pull a replacement blouse off the floor for her.
“No need. I spill coffee on myself so often I always have a few spare shirts in my office, but thank you.” Devri glanced down and smiled. “How are you feeling these days, anyway? Any morning sickness?”
Elizabeth rolled back the cuff of her jacket to reveal an acupressure band on her left wrist. “This thing has been a godsend, but I think I’m almost out of the woods, thank God.”
“You’re a trouper.” Devri looked around at the other counters, all with the latest fragrances displayed on the counters. “All the perfume flying around can’t help.”
Elizabeth laid a hand over her belly. “It’s been wonderful having our new girl, Hannah, so I don’t have to be here at the break of dawn and can let my stomach settle before I come in.” She glanced back down the aisle and lowered her voice. “You know I’ve been with Chanel nine years, and I don’t ever say this about someone, but Hannah really has talent. Once she gathers some confidence, she’ll be unstoppable.” She smiled as her gaze dropped to the scarlet streak on Devri’s shoulder. “No aim, apparently, but the sales talent is there.”
Devri laughed, taking the tiny black bag with the lipstick that Elizabeth held out for her. She paused, studying the newest displays of spring shades along the counter. “Do me a favor? Match her for some Chanel basics. Foundation, if she wants it, a few lipsticks, mascara, and maybe a bottle of Coco Mademoiselle perfume.” She caught the time on the massive railway clock that hung from the second-floor balcony and tucked the bag into the overcoat she had folded over her arm. “Put them on my account, of course. Just don’t tell her they’re from me.”
“Whom should I say they’re from?”
Devri stepped back from the counter and started down the aisle before she looked back and winked in Elizabeth’s direction. “Tell her they’re a gift from her future self.”
Devri hurried to the elevator and jumped in just before the doors whooshed shut. She pressed the button for the twelfth floor and closed her eyes, reminding herself to breathe. Today was her last day. She was taking a year off starting tomorrow, although she hoped no one asked why, because the truth was, she didn’t know. Her father had offered her a promotion two months ago, and every day since then her chest had tightened each time she thought about taking it. Her position as a buyer was lucrative and exciting, and she’d loved every minute of it. Until she didn’t.
The elevator pulled to an abrupt stop, and she stepped out into the men’s department, trailing her fingertips over an immaculate display of silk ties in understated shades of gray as she headed toward the glass doors that led to the administrative wing of the store. She punched in her code at the entrance and stepped into the carpeted hallway, breathing in the curated black vetiver scent her father had chosen years ago to be subtly piped through the space. She turned into the small waiting area outside his office and smiled as his secretary stood and handed her a fresh ivory blouse, tucking the velvet hanger behind her desk.
“I see Elizabeth called you?”
“Yes, ma’am.” She smiled, her dark eyes warm and familiar. Marta had been her father’s secretary for the last seventeen years, exactly half of Devri’s life. “I took this one from the closet in your office. Hopefully, it works with what you’re wearing.”
Devri closed the door momentarily and slipped off the lipstick-stained blouse, sliding it down her arm and handing it to Marta. “How am I on time?”
Marta glanced at the wall clock. “You have twenty-three seconds.”
Devri’s fingers flew as she secured the tiny pearl buttons at her wrists. “You’re a lifesaver, Marta.” She looked over at Marta’s desk as she hurriedly tucked the blouse into her perfectly tailored wool-crepe trousers. “Please tell me that whatever is in that Starbucks cup is mine, because I might take it even if it’s not.”
Marta smiled, shaking her head as she held it out. “Your usual. Whole-milk latte with three pumps of almond and double whip. Maybe someday you’ll tell me the secret of how you drink these and stay so tiny.”
“Stress.” Devri straightened her collar and took the steaming cup from her hand, handing the lid back to her. “Stress is the only secret.”
She knocked on her father’s double doors lightly as the clock ticked over to ten o’clock, opening them without waiting for an answer.

“Dad, I can’t. Someone else is going to have to go.” Devri closed her eyes for the second it took to downshift the irritation building in her tone. “I appreciate that you want my opinion on this new designer, but you know today is my last day at the store.” She paused. “At least until next year.”
Devri’s father pulled a box of Lucky Strikes out of his desk and tapped it firmly on the heel of his hand, a rhythmic backbeat for what she knew was coming next.
“That’s why I didn’t bring her to Bergdorf’s, pumpkin.” He fired up a sterling Zippo and lit the cigarette, drawing until the end glowed red. “Because I knew you wouldn’t be here.”
Devri glanced up at the smoke detector near the ceiling and was not in the least surprised to see it dangling by a single wire. Her father had murdered a thousand of them over the years with no hint of remorse. She knew better than to say anything. Even a stern glance would launch him into a lengthy stroll down memory lane about the “golden era of retail in Manhattan,” when, apparently, he smoked anywhere he damn well pleased.
He clicked his keyboard to life and turned it around to face her. Devri leaned forward and looked at the flight confirmation.
“Dad. You must be joking. She’s in Dublin?”
“Yes, and since you’re coming to the house tonight for Shabbat dinner to appease your mother,” he paused with a pointed stare until she nodded reluctantly, gray smoke rising from his cigarette in a silken swirl, “you can pack for the trip and stay the night. I’ll have a car take you to the airport in the morning.”
Devri leaned in to look at the flight times and sat back in her chair, her fingers tensing around the leather armrests. “Absolutely not.” She arched an eyebrow and continued. “I’d have to be at the airport at seven a.m., and I already have plans to go to brunch at a reasonable hour in the city.”
“Perfect. Just switch that to dinner in Dublin.” Her dad leaned back in his chair, returning her gaze with a wink. “And I did put you in first class.” He stubbed out his cigarette and closed the domed lid of his antique brass ashtray. “I know how much you like a bit of champagne in the morning. You take after me that way.”
Devri just shook her head, looking past her father to the windows that framed the Manhattan skyline. She and her father had always been close, and despite her reluctance to jet across the Atlantic on a moment’s notice on the first day of her sabbatical, she was almost curious why he was so adamant she see a clothing line he’d never mentioned before. He had a keen eye for fashion, and final approval for the men’s lines was his, but he hadn’t actively sought out a designer in years.
She picked up her latte and sipped through the wilting whipped-cream layer on top. “Fine. Convince me. What do you like about this designer?”
He smiled, seeming to sense his inevitable victory. “It’s not the designer per se. It’s what her vision can do for the store itself. I see an opportunity here.”
A light knock at the door was followed by Marta stepping into the office with a polished mahogany tray, loaded down with rich breakfast treats Devri recognized from the café on the top floor. Marta set it carefully on the edge of his desk and left as quickly as she’d appeared. Devri’s father looked delighted, reaching immediately for his knife and the ceramic ramekin of butter beside his croissant.
“Dad, I’ve told you a thousand times you don’t butter a croissant.” She paused while he slathered one half of it with the butter and added a dollop of his favorite lingonberry jam. “Aren’t you trying to watch your cholesterol?”
“Nope,” he took the first bite and melted back into his chair with a look of bliss, “it’s your mother that’s watching my cholesterol. I’m determined to enjoy every delicious pastry I can get my hands on before I die.”
Devri smiled, picking up the folder her father pushed across his desk in her direction. She thumbed through some runway stills clearly not taken at a large venue like NYC Fashion Week, but more along the lines of a show thrown together in an abandoned warehouse.
Devri looked up just in time to see her father adding a thick layer of Nutella to the other half of his croissant. She shuffled through the stills, then set the folder back on his desk.
“I like her approach—leisurewear that’s intentional and urban but not flashy. But I can tell there’s something else.” She paused, set her now-tepid coffee on his desk, and leaned back in her chair. “Why do you like it so much?”
“Well, as you know, I have a gay daughter.”
“As far as I know, you have only one daughter.” Devri laughed, and the warmth between them shimmered in the air. “And I’ve heard she’s fabulous.”
“Correct.” He set his breakfast tray on the side table and draped the linen napkin across it. “And being the rainbow-flag-waving father that I am, I’ve paid more attention over the years to issues that affect your community.”
“And your wallet?”
“Well, certainly.” He winked as he popped the last of the croissant into his mouth. “I have to be able to keep your mother in the style she’s become accustomed to.”
Devri tucked a glossy wave of hair behind her ear and smiled. “Well, I know you well enough to know there’s no way to avoid this pitch, so hit me.”
“So, the women’s department is on the fifth floor, right?” He waited until Devri nodded before he continued. “And the men’s is right above it, of course, on the sixth floor.” He paused, seeming to relish the nonexistent suspense hanging in the air. “But my question is this: Why is there nothing between them?”
“I’m going to hazard a guess here.” Devri lofted an eyebrow and resisted an urge to look at her watch. “Physics?”
“Clever.” Her father picked up the gold-and-lapis fountain pen she’d gotten him for his last birthday and polished it with the handkerchief from his top desk drawer. “If your brother had your brains, he’d be a millionaire.”
“Dad! Lonnie is a divorce attorney with an office overlooking Central Park.” She hid a smile and tried to look stern. “He’s doing just fine.”
“I stand by my statement.” He smiled, taking off the cap of his pen and rubbing the gold to a shine. “And also my question. I want to bleed the two departments together and make a gender-neutral space between them. I think there’s an untapped market out there, and I’d like to see Bergdorf’s scoop it before someone else does.”
Devri picked up the folder again and scanned the photos. “And all this was inspired by Aoife Mallory’s fall line?”
“You know her work?” He leaned forward. “And how the hell do you pronounce that name?”
“It’s pronounced ee-fuh, and of course I do. She’s not well known yet, but she’s passionate, and lately, her pieces have been all over Instagram and featured by Hollywood stylists, which is huge. Her genderless slant is avant-garde without being farcical.” She picked up one of the photos and turned it to the side. “The restraint is what makes it so interesting.”
Her dad nodded and handed the tray back to Marta as she stepped in to take it. “What do you like about the collection? I think she has only the one at this point, but it could be a solid starting point for us.”
“As far as I know, she doesn’t label the clothes by gender or conventional sizes, which taps into a widely unrecognized market. So, there’s that.” She smiled, shutting the folder and placing it into the leather bag beside her chair. “It’s a wonderful idea, Dad. And I think my replacement will be just the one to make it happen for you.”
He sniffed and carefully placed the pen back in the wooden display case on his desk. “I don’t know about her.” The words came out as more of a grumble than anything else. “But if you’ll go to Dublin for me and get us started, I guess I can forgive you. It’s only for the weekend. I’ll have Marta reach out to Ms. Mallory in Dublin to make the arrangements for the meeting and email you the details by morning.”
Devri stood and slipped her bag over her shoulder. “But you know that’s it, right? I’ll be back in three days, max. And then I’m going to concentrate on—”
“Yes?” His finger hovered over the intercom button on his desk phone. “What is it again that you’re leaving me in the lurch for?” He arched a single brow and waited. “Do tell.”
“I don’t know yet.” Devri smiled over her shoulder as she headed for the door. “But whatever I’m looking for, it’s certainly not in Ireland. I’ll be back in New York before the ink is dry on that contract.”



 
C HAPTER TWO
The sun was heavy and low behind the Central Park skyline as Devri paid the cab driver and lifted her sleek black suitcase onto the curb, stepping quickly out of the flow of sidewalk traffic toward the marble arches and expansive windows of 535 Park Avenue.
“Good evening, Ms. Cahn. Let me help you with that.” Marty, the silver-haired doorman who always remembered her name, reached for her suitcase and opened the beveled-glass door, passing it off to a porter and turning back to her with a genuine smile. “Visiting your parents, I assume? I’ll have it sent up for you. Your brother just arrived as well.”
“Thank you, Marty.” Devri slipped her leather messenger bag onto her shoulder and unwound the ivory cashmere scarf from around her neck. “But are you sure it was Lonnie? He never comes for Shabbat dinner.”
“It was him.” Marty hesitated, lowering his voice and relishing the chance to pass on a bit of gossip. “And he looked a bit twitchy, if you don’t mind me saying.” He nodded in the direction of the elevator. “He also asked how to get to the rooftop garden, so I’d imagine he’s planning to make a stop before he lands at the penthouse.”
Devri thanked him and discreetly handed him a folded bill as she headed for the antique elevator on the far wall. The lobby of her parents’ building seemed more like the entrance to a museum than a home, with its silent swirl of ash and ivory marble floors and the waft of freesia and lilies from the flower arrangement at the entrance that was taller than her. The interior was resonant with the hush only money brings to a property. Devri much preferred the Brooklyn brownstone in the tree-lined Jewish neighborhood she’d grown up in, but it’d always been her mother’s dream to live in a Park Avenue penthouse, and the moment her children were out of the house, she’d persuaded her husband to upgrade.
The elevator doors closed with a velvet touch. She pressed the button for the top floor and closed her eyes, listening for the ding that told her she’d arrived at the rooftop garden. She walked out to a lush, landscaped echo of Central Park, complete with a rock-lined brook running through the space. Vibrant potted lemon trees with dark, glossy leaves lined the southside railing and the sitting areas, carefully sculpted with verdant cultured moss and inlaid stone underfoot. It was so beautiful it almost made her forget the screech and wail of city traffic below, the undercurrent of all New York City life.
She found her younger brother leaning on the brass railing beside a delicate Japanese maple, its wild branches trimmed and rounded into a civilized silhouette, and on the bench beside him was a kraft paper box tied in red and white twine from Bread’s Kosher Bakery in Union Square. She peeked into the cellophane box top as she walked up behind him.
“You are thirty-three years old, and this is the first time you’ve ever brought the challah loaf to Shabbat dinner.” She stood beside him, her palms resting on the chilled brass railing, and bumped his shoulder gently with hers. “You haven’t even brought yourself since the last night of Hanukkah.” Out of the corner of her eye she saw him smile, but he didn’t turn to look at her. “Something’s going on. Spill it.”
“What? That’s an exaggeration, surely.” Lonnie wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into an affectionate squeeze, then took off his suit jacket and draped it around her shoulders. The wind ruffled his dark hair into random tufts, and he smiled as he looked back toward the sunset, melting over the skyscrapers in silky layers of orange and magenta. “I kept meaning to come. I’ve just had a lot going on lately.”
Devri turned to look at him as the last of the sun fell in sheer gold layers over his face. Something was different about him, a softening somehow. He’d put on some weight, which was a welcome change, but it was something deeper. Lonnie had lived off martinis and the occasional line of coke since law school, which left him fashionably angular and frequently hungover. He’d always managed to pull it together when he needed to, though, and over the years had claimed his place as one of the most requested divorce lawyers in Manhattan.
He was known for being ruthlessly aggressive and laser-focused on acquiring every possible dollar for his clients, a talent everyone assumed came from their mother. He also went through women like he was shopping for ties at Bergdorf’s, trying them on, admiring himself in their reflection, then discarding them in a tangled pile on the nearest display. She’d never been able to figure out if being a divorce attorney had made him lose faith in love or if he never had it to begin with, but the one time she’d asked, he’d looked at her as if she were suddenly speaking a foreign language.
A taxi laid on the horn somewhere amid the distant lanes of traffic weaving beneath them like tiny toy cars. Devri wrapped the jacket tighter against the early spring wind and glanced up at her brother. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you look good. Are you on a health kick or something? Shaking wheatgrass into those martinis?”
Lonnie turned around to face her, his elbows on the railing. A sudden flurry of bats emerged from under the eaves, weaving a pattern into the violet dusk behind him. “I’m flattered you noticed. You’re usually so busy being daughter of the year and all.”
Devri rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, it seems I’ve forfeited that title, at least for a while.” She bit back her words, suddenly feeling that if she said them out loud, they’d somehow be permanent. “I’m taking a year off. Today was my last day at the store.”
“Seriously?” Lonnie ran a hand through his hair and stared at her as if expecting her to tell him she was kidding. “What prompted that decision? Finally decide to grow a pair and get into the real estate you’ve been eyeing for the last ten years?”
“I’d tell you,” Devri held her watch up to remind him of the time, “but I don’t want to.” She slipped out of his suit jacket and handed it back to him. “And we’re late anyway. We’ve already missed the candle lighting.” Devri took the box from him as they headed toward the stairs. “It’s a good thing you’re bringing challah. Mom must have steam coming out her ears by now.”
“Yeah, well.” Lonnie glanced over his shoulder at the setting sun dipping below the Manhattan skyline and held the door open for her. “Mom’s about to have bigger things to worry about than challah.”

Nadine Cahn opened the door swiftly just as Devri reached for the doorknob.
“Shabbat Shalom.” Her eyelids fluttered closed as she drew a long breath, one wisp of grayed blond hair falling over her temple as the air settled around the open door. She smoothed it back into her sleek, highlighted bun, then dramatically settled her gaze on her children. “One family photo over the Shabbat candles. That’s all I asked for.” She paused, turned on her heel, and headed back down the hall, tossing the parting shot over her shoulder. “Although maybe it’s a blessing since Lonnie clearly hasn’t stopped eating since Hannukah.” They both watched her walk down the hall until she turned the corner.
“I can’t believe I let Dad talk me into spending the night.” Devri released the breath she’d been holding and shoved the bakery box toward her brother, parking her purse on the beveled-glass entry table with the other hand. “Don’t be jealous.”
Lonnie’s laugh followed her down the hall and into the expansive dining room, where their mother had just finished laying out the Shabbat dinner. The white linen napkins were crisply ironed, the air heavy and warm with the homey scent of oven-roasted chicken and potatoes, and candlelight glittered against chilled bottles of chardonnay in the center of the table. Devri heard the muffled clack of her father’s wingtips on the hardwood just before he rounded the corner with two cut-crystal tumblers of whiskey. He handed one to Lonnie, and as he leaned in to kiss Devri on the cheek, she recognized a new Dior cologne that wasn’t even officially on the market yet. The scent was familiar because she’d found it on his desk a few weeks back and nearly swooned.
It was most likely a gift from the House of Dior in Paris, although no one was ever sure how her father sourced his impressive collection of perks from clients, and he was careful to keep it that way. She’d known him to keep only one or two things he loved every year, and then he’d always roped Devri into spending days of her Christmas school break wrapping closets full of the expensive items for employees. Only a card with the name of the recipient was attached, and he vehemently denied responsibility the few times someone was brave enough to ask if he’d had anything to do with it. He’d never even allowed his secretary to help wrap them in case she let it slip where the gifts came from, and by the end of the season, just the screech of Scotch tape being stretched across the dispenser was enough to give her a touch of PTSD.
She’d asked him once, as they were both sitting on the floor in his office, surrounded by a sea of colorful cellophane and vibrant shards of ribbon, how he decided who got which gift. She’d just managed to find the scissors she’d lost for what felt like the hundredth time, this time under her left foot, and Bing Crosby’s “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” was playing in the background. The velvet harmonies were faint, almost dreamy, as they floated into the room from the record player in the corner, like a faded painting on a forgotten wall.
“How do I figure out who needs which gift?” He stretched out far too much Scotch tape and then attempted to shake it from his fingertips as he answered. “During the year, I run into almost everyone, and I just ask them about their lives. Their real lives, away from the store. And when they tell me, I listen.” He gave up on the tape and rolled it into a ball, dropping it in the trash as he passed Devri the dispenser. She cut three short pieces and handed them over one by one as he finished wrapping a leather-wrapped roll of Wüsthof chef’s knives for one of the maintenance men attending culinary school at night. “Most people spend their whole lives waiting for someone to listen.”
Lonnie elbowed Devri to sit as their mother walked into the dining room with the roast, settling the serving dish in the center of the table beside the silver candelabra. Devri glanced at her brother while her father recited a Jewish Shabbat blessing and her mother reached for her next glass of chardonnay like she was Napa Valley’s only hope of staying afloat.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Devri whispered, discreetly handing him a napkin under the table. “You’re sweating like you’re being audited.”
Both of them bowed their heads again as the blessing continued, and then Lonnie looked at her as her father started carving the roast. “I know, I just—”
“Only a small portion for Lonnie, dear.” Her mother glanced at him over the rim of her wineglass. “He looks like he’s been eating for two. Someday, God willing, you’ll actually want to get married, and at this rate, you—”
Devri watched as Lonnie raised his gaze and locked eyes with their mother. Her words faded, sifting slowly down to rest on the table. The wineglass dangled from the tips of her fingers as if she’d forgotten it was still there.
“I do. I mean, I do want to get married.” Silence hovered in the dense space between his words and their mother. Devri waited, glancing over at their father, who’d put the knife down and settled back in his chair like the curtain was going up at a Broadway play. “And I’ve gained weight because I’m happy. I’m happy because of her.” The fine mist of sweat on his forehead shimmered in the candlelight as he continued. “Her name is Raziel, and I’m going to ask her to marry me.”
Devri gave her mother a chance to speak, but when it was clear she didn’t intend to, she arched an eyebrow at her father, and they both raised their glasses.
“There is no better news than falling in love and creating a new family.” Emotion frayed the edges of their father’s words, and he looked happier than Devri could remember seeing him. “Mazel tov, son.”
Devri heard Lonnie let out the breath he’d been holding, and he raised his glass as well. The three of them waited until their mother raised hers, and Devri felt the tension lifting as they peppered her brother with questions so fast, he had to wave his napkin like a white flag.
“Okay. I’ll give the details in shorthand first so we’re all on the same page.” He suddenly seemed to remember he was hungry and took two bites before he went on. “Her name is Raziel. She’s twenty-four. She’s from an Orthodox family in Brooklyn, and I’d like to invite her to dinner next Friday night so you can meet her.”
He pulled up a picture of her on his phone and passed it around the table. She was slender and pretty, with full lips and dark, glossy hair pulled back in a ponytail. Their mother was the last to see it, then handed it back to Lonnie without a change of expression.
“What does this Raziel do for a living?” She folded her napkin beside her plate and looked up. “I’m sure you’ve told her about the store. Are you sure she’s not after you for your money?”
“Mom!” Devri put down her fork and locked eyes with her mother. “Why would you say that? We barely know anything about her, so there’s no reason to think such a thing.”
Devri felt Lonnie tense beside her. “That’s the last thing she’d ever do, Mom. She doesn’t want money. In fact,” he paused, glancing again at her picture before he dropped his phone back into his jacket pocket, “Raziel and I have spoken at length about this decision, but it was my idea. I’ve decided to take a job at Columbia teaching law, and I intend to close my practice.”
Silence settled onto the table as that news sank in. “I didn’t know you were even considering something like that. Have you felt like this for a while, son?” Their father refilled his wineglass and set the bottle just out of the reach of their mother. “I think you’d be wonderful with teaching, but that’s a major lifestyle shift.”
“All that work you put into building up your practice and you’re going to just throw it away for some common teaching position?” Devri watched her mother down the last of her wine, her jaw tense and set. “Honestly, Lonnie, I can’t believe you’re throwing away your future like this. You’re going to make pennies on the dollar compared to what you’re making now!”
Lonnie looked down at his plate, then slowly crossed his knife and fork across them before he spoke. “Mom, I don’t need all that money. That lifestyle wasn’t making me a better man, and Raziel does. When we fell in love, I realized I really wanted to build a life with someone.” He paused, glancing at Devri before continuing. “And right now, by definition, I’m in the business of taking families apart. I’m not saying I’ll never go back to the practice of law, but I’ve realized I want more than money.” Emotion shimmered in his eyes as he continued. “I want to have a family. With Raziel.”
Their mother picked up her wineglass and walked out of the dining room. All three of them listened for the balcony door to open and then shut, her usual routine when she was displeased about something, but this time the door slammed so hard it rattled the crystal on the table.
“Orthodox, huh?” Devri refilled her brother’s wineglass and set it in front of him. “So, you’ll have to convert, right?”
He nodded, rubbing his temples with his fingertips. “Yeah. It’s quite the process, but I’ve started the classes already.”
“Lonnie.” They both looked up at their dad, who stopped and cleared his throat in an obvious attempt to control the emotion in his voice. Devri smiled; not many people knew her father in the way they did. He was an excellent businessman, of course, but he was also the most compassionate person she knew. “I was there the day you graduated from Yale, the day you won your first case, and the day you opened your practice.” He raised his gaze to Lonnie. “And I’ve never been prouder of you than I am right now.”
Lonnie smiled, reaching out and touching his dad’s hand as he spoke. “That means the world to me, Dad.” The tension seemed to melt from his face as he continued. “That’s all I needed to hear.”
“What do you think of her family?” Devri popped the last of her roll into her mouth and nudged her plate away. “Everyone knows that Orthodox weddings are the best. I can’t wait.”
“They’re amazing, and I know you’ll both love Raziel. She’s gentle, sweet, and just…perfect. She’s perfect.” He paused, looking toward the hall. “Do you think Mom will come around?”
“Leave that with me, son. I’ll talk to her.”
“Why is Mom so sidetracked by the money issue here?” Devri leaned back in her chair to look down the hall and lowered her voice. “Lonnie wants to give her grandchildren. You’d think she’d be thrilled since she’s sure as hell not going to be getting them from me.”
Her father paused as if he were choosing every word. “Your grandparents on your mother’s side passed while you two were so young you don’t remember them, and she doesn’t talk about what her childhood was like—”
“That’s an understatement.” Lonnie glanced at his sister and shook his head. “She changes the subject whenever we bring it up.”
Devri nodded. “True story.”
“Well, I’ll let her fill you in someday if she chooses to, but life was hard for her. Her family didn’t have a lot when she was growing up, and somehow, she got it in her head that,” their dad paused, pulling a pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket and looking at them longingly, “money was the one thing that made life safer.”
“Safer?” Lonnie pulled a lighter from his pocket and pushed it across the table to his dad. “What do you mean?”
“What are you trying to do to me?” He picked the lighter up and turned it over in his hand. “Your mother is outside in my smoking spot, but I don’t dare light up in here. She smells it before the flame hits the paper.”
“Might get her to come back inside, though.” Devri pulled a dented brass ashtray out of the oak buffet behind her and handed it over. “And she’ll be so mad about the smoking she’ll forget about the teaching thing.”
“You make an excellent point, my dear.” He lit the end of the cigarette, drawing deeply and admiring the smoke trail rising from the tip. “Always happy to be of service.”
Devri tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “I think I know what you mean about Mom equating money with safety. She obsesses about it, needs people to know she has it, but at the root of it all, she’s terrified to be without it.” She stopped to draw in the familiar scent of her father’s Lucky Strikes. She’d quit smoking in her twenties, but she’d never stopped craving the first drag of a cigarette, even if it was someone else’s. “Anyway, you know she worries about us constantly, so the thought of either of us not killing ourselves to earn to our potential probably scares the life out of her.”
“Speaking of which,” Lonnie sat back in his chair and picked up his wineglass, arching an eyebrow in her direction, “have you dropped the bomb yet that you’re taking a year off from the big BG?”
“Not without riot gear and a bulletproof vest.” Devri smiled as her dad broke into the deep, rumbling laugh that always seemed to linger in the room when it happened. “I figure I’ll tell her over the phone at some point as a buffer in case she doesn’t take it well.”
“You’re not wrong there, darling.” Their dad tipped the ash from the end of his cigarette into the brass ashtray. “You’ve always been talented when it comes to money. You could afford to take two years off if you wanted to.” He smiled. “Not that I’m in any way encouraging that idea. In fact,” he winked at her over his cigarette, “forget I said that.”
“Didn’t you flip a brownstone in Brooklyn a couple of years ago, during that dip in the market?” Lonnie tapped his thumb on the table as he appeared to think back. “Made a pile of money or something?”
“That’s exactly what she did. She bought it at auction, renovated it, and cleared a considerable profit a year later. Then you reinvested that money in stocks, right?”
“I did.” Devri nodded. “That’s when AI was really starting to amp up, so I got some investment advice and bought a few shares, and they’ve done well so far. I’ve made enough to keep the profit I made from the brownstone liquid, so it’s accessible if I decide to do it again.”
“Damn, sis.” Lonnie bumped his shoulder to hers. “When did you get so smart? And how did I not notice?”
“Probably because you were busy doing coke off some girl’s—”
“Well, would you look at that?” Lonnie swiftly waved his Rolex at Devri. “Time to shut up already.”
All three turned toward the sudden creak of the balcony door opening. Their dad extinguished his cigarette in the space of a second and dropped his napkin over the evidence, whispering across the table, “Now, when your mom gets in here, try to be patient with her. Let her talk about you getting paid in food stamps if she needs to.” He handed back the lighter to Lonnie. “She doesn’t like change, and you just dropped a bomb on her.”
“No problem.” Lonnie nodded, straightening his tie. “Now I know if shit starts getting dicey again, I’ll just lob Dev’s grenade in her direction to take the sting out of mine.”



 
C HAPTER THREE
The sky was dripping pale-lavender light into deep-navy evening, and the damp wind painted itself onto Shiv’s skin as she stepped off the bus and onto the sidewalk, dodging seagulls and pitching her rucksack higher on her shoulder. The air smelled of diesel and salt, and the mist clouding the streetlights was slowly crystallizing itself into rain. The first drops hovered on the shoulders of her wool overcoat, weightless and sparkling as she pulled out her cell phone and tried to phone Nieve again. It clicked straight over to voice mail. Shiv hung up before the beep and dropped it into her pocket, pulling her scarf tighter as she turned onto Niall Road. A ride would’ve been fucking nice, but in fairness, it was only a fifteen-minute walk from town to her sister’s farm, and she still had her key from the last time she was home, just under a decade ago.
She twisted the newspaper page out of her pocket again to read it, then stuffed it back into her coat before the rain melted the ink into the paper. She knew it by heart, anyway. Her sister didn’t need to know it was why she was home, and why she gave up her flat in Dublin the day after she’d seen it. She’d pulled out the full-page ad and dropped the rest of the Irish Times pages to the floor around her kitchen table. The sun had pooled around the single page on the tabletop, warming it to the touch when Shiv finally picked it up. She’d memorized every word, then folded it into the pocket of her rucksack and started packing. The actual plan had taken a few days to organize, mind, and more than a few conversations with her account manager at the Bank of Ireland, but she’d sorted it. Close enough, anyway.
Shiv slowed, shoving her hands deeper into her pockets. The last of the light glowed like warmth on the horizon, but she didn’t need it. She knew the way by heart and who the fields on either side of the rock fences belonged to, even through the rain blurring the edges of the road. The farmhouse was only about thirty meters away now, which was good, because the soft downfall they’d started with had turned into a slanty rain bastard with no sign of retreat.
She saw him before she heard him. His bleat was muffled by the rain, barely a sound at all over the sheets of water colliding with the road. He was soaked, huddled by a fencepost, and made a valiant attempt to run once he realized Shiv was approaching, but to no avail.
“What are you doing out ’ere, ya pitiful little beggar?” Shiv unwound a matted bit of fur from the fence nail it was snagged on, scooping the little lamb up in her arms like a baby. He had a wide swath of pink paint on his rump, so she knew who he belonged to. “You’re lucky I’m going the same direction and inclined to give you a ride.” She pulled the sides of her coat around him and had to smile when he snuggled closer and rested his chin on her shoulder.
He was tiny, probably only a couple of weeks old, and she carried him the rest of the way as the rain pummeled her shoulders and poured down the sides of her rucksack. She veered right off the main road after a few minutes and unlocked the gate, then somehow managed to get the door to the barn unlocked with one hand. The lamb seemed to have recovered when she released him from her coat, and he bleated in earnest as she toweled him off with a feed-cloth towel hanging on one of the stall doors. One of the ewes had nudged her way to the front of the pack in the sheepfold, so Shiv handed him back to his mother over the railing and shook the rain from her hair, slicking it back with one of her hands as she looked toward the yellow farmhouse framed by the open barn doors.
Her sister was home, or at least it looked like it. Her beat-up Land Rover was parked haphazardly in front of the back door, and a billowing pillar of smoke was rising from the chimney. Shiv walked back out into the rain and closed the barn, looking around for even one difference in the place since the last time she saw it, the day she’d stood nervously at the postbox and caught the bus to Dublin. It took a while to spot something even the slightest bit different, but the stone wall between the path and the back of the house was still missing an end piece from the east corner. It lay on the ground underneath.
“Well, at least nothing’s fucking changed. God forbid we rock up into the twenty-first century here at Byrne Farm.” Shiv ran from under the barn overhang up the path to the back door, digging for her keys in the side pocket of her rucksack, but she needn’t have bothered; it was unlocked. She shook the rain off her coat and hung it on a peg in the mudroom, then walked through to the kitchen and put the kettle on.
A scarred pine table with a milk-glass pitcher of violets anchored the small kitchen to the right, and to the left was the door to the family room. She wandered in and ran her fingertips over the new sofa, at least new to her. It was made of thick black twill, with ivory flax and denim pillows, all worn at the edges just enough to look rumpled and inviting. A fire shone through the glass door of the cast-iron stove, a stack of dry firewood piled neatly beside it, along with the same dented zinc bucket of peat logs and kindling.
Shiv was ten the summer she’d dropped an armful of firewood on that bucket, leaving a deep divot on the side. Her sister taught her how to hold it over an open fire on a poker until it heated up, then hammer out the dent from the inside.
She still remembered the frustration that had welled up in her eyes, the acrid scent of molten metal and how the sparks popped and rose slowly into the gray afternoon sky. It seemed to take forever. All she wanted was to make the bucket look like it had before, to erase what she’d done, but no matter what she did, it looked different, less valuable somehow. The best she could do was hammer it back into an echo of its former shape, but on the outside, that spot looked odd, like a thousand tiny dents now, instead of one big one. Her sister finally noticed her tears and pulled the bucket off the poker and out of the fire, polishing the soot off the surface with a tea towel.
“It’s different now.” Shiv threw the hammer at the fencepost and swiped at her cheek with the heel of her hand. “I ruined it, like.”
“But it’ll hold about the same amount, love. That’s all that matters.”
Shiv pointed at the bits of soot caught in the dents. Somehow, that made it seem even worse. “But look. It’ll never be the same as it was.”
Nieve was only eight years older than she was, but she acted like she knew everything, and most people believed her. “It won’t be, sure.” She picked the bucket up and turned it, until Shiv started to see how the firelight shimmered over the surface of the zinc, making it reflect the light like a faceted gemstone. “Everything changes. But sometimes, it gets better.”
Suddenly, the pitcher sparkled in a rare moment of sunlight, and Shiv remembered the feeling of everything clicking back into place in her world. Just that once. The memory was still so vivid because it hadn’t happened since.
Shiv ran her fingers over the surface of the zinc, the tiny dents cold against her fingertips, still holding a touch of soot in each.
“Oh, fer fuck’s sake, Shiv!” Shiv didn’t need to turn around to know her sister was coming down the stairs. “Didn’t anyone teach ya not to creep up on people in their own feckin’ houses?”
Nieve sailed by Shiv on the way to the kitchen, yanking a knot into the tie on her bathrobe. “Could ya not have let us know you were on your way home?” She opened the refrigerator door and glared. “I’ve nothin’ in to offer ya, mind.” She poked around at the nearly full shelves. “Jesus, it’s like we’re back ta the famine in here.”
Shiv shook her head, lifting the electric kettle off the base as it started to boil and guiding her sister into a chair. “Christ, Nieve, cop yerself on. I’m your sister. I’m not here to rob the place, despite my reputation.” She reached to the other side of the sink and picked up Nieve’s phone, handing it to her as she grabbed a pint of milk from the fridge. “And I did tell you I was coming. I started texting you about two hours ago.”
“Oh.” Nieve clicked the phone on and read through Shiv’s messages. “What do you mean you ‘have some business in town’?” She looked up as Shiv dropped two tea bags into the mugs and poured from the steaming kettle. “What could you possibly have going on in Firnagh? They finally kick ye out of Dublin?”
Both jumped as a strikingly handsome young man, slightly too tall for the doorframe, appeared out of nowhere. He ran one hand through his seriously tousled hair and buttoned a denim shirt over his bare chest with the other as he walked. He winked at Nieve and then disappeared through the kitchen door without a word.
Shiv shook her head, then turned back to the tea. It seemed her sister was also exactly the same. She handed Nieve her cup and sat down across from her at the table.
“Looks like we both have something going on in Firnagh.”
“What?” Nieve made a valiant effort to look nonchalant and failed. “I don’t know what ya want me to tell you. It was a long, cold winter. I decided to hire a farmhand.”
“I can see that.” Shiv dropped two teaspoons of sugar into her tea and followed that with a splash of milk. “Didn’t look too cold from where I was standing, though.”
Nieve leaned back far enough to reach the biscuit tin on the counter behind her, then pushed it in Shiv’s direction. “Welcome home, ye cheeky bastard.”
Shiv took her time selecting two custard creams and a chocolate-dipped Jaffa cake, stacked them on the table, and then sat back in her chair. Nieve looked the same, perhaps a bit curvier, with the same sparkle in her eyes. They shared the same dark, wavy hair, although Shiv’s was cut in a sharply masculine style, which brought out her odd, pale-blue eyes randomly streaked with brown. Both had loads of amber freckles, and all the Byrnes were deceptively strong. Shiv was head and shoulders taller, but Nieve was muscular enough to carry a calf across a field. One of their teachers at school had described them as “good, strong farmstock.” She hadn’t been wrong.
“Listen, do ya still have my old room empty upstairs?”
“The fuck I do.” Nieve plucked the last Jaffa cake out of the tin. “I’m using it to store my dominatrix gear.”
Shiv arched an eyebrow until Nieve relented. “I might need to stay for a few weeks. I have some things to sort in town.”
“Shiv, look, I know you don’t want to talk about it, but if you’re here to see—”
“Fuck, no. I’m not here to see him.” Shiv took a breath and looked up again. “Sorry. But I can’t.”
“Fair play to ya, love.” Nieve bumped Shiv’s hand with her own and pushed the last Jaffa cake in the tin over to her sister’s pile. “I wouldn’t be seeing him either if I didn’t have ta.”
She’d called about a year ago to say that their da had dementia, then again three weeks before Shiv left Dublin to say he’d been taken to hospital with pneumonia. It was enough to bring back the memories. The ones she kept hidden so well in the back of her mind that they only ventured out at night. The sound of her bones colliding with her bedroom door, or the broken welts from his belt buckle that lasted for days but then never went away. Not really.
“Look. It doesn’t matter anyway.” Nieve got up to fill the kettle again, but Shiv heard the tremble in her voice. “He wouldn’t know it was you if you did show up. The doctors are saying he’s too frail now to recover.” She clicked on the lever and turned back around, her hands shoved into the pockets of her robe. “It’s only a matter of time.”
Shiv nodded. She hadn’t seen her dad since she left the farm, the day she turned seventeen. She’d worked hard and saved every penny, planning her escape, once she was old enough that child services wouldn’t drag her back, and that process had literally saved her life. Even if it had required nicking a few cars for the shady village mechanic to rebuild and sell on. He’d taught her how to spot a tourist driving a rental, how to break in and wire it to start in under ninety seconds, and most importantly, how to get the hell out without getting caught. She still had long hair and looked like a girl back then, or at least she could without too much effort, so she was perfect for the job. Without that skill to focus on, that sense of power to weave into a lifeline, her heart would have dried up and crumbled to powder before she ever left Firnagh.
She and Nieve had seen each other a handful of times over the years. She’d gotten mixed up with some dodgy guys on the wrong side of Dublin the first couple of years she was there, and Nieve had driven up twice to bail her out of jail. Then, when she finally got caught selling a stolen vehicle, Nieve had driven up to Dublin every Sunday for the year Shiv was banged up in prison. Slowly, over the course of those visits, Nieve had convinced Shiv to stop living just for the next furtive handover of cash and decide what she really wanted out of life.
Not long after she got out, she applied to a course to become an estate agent and worked nights in a pub to pay her way through school and crash with three other people in a tiny flat above an Indian takeaway. She still did occasional transport jobs for her gangster mates in Dublin, mostly stolen car parts, but once she saved enough to buy her first property, a grotty flat on the wrong side of the river, she fixed it up and flipped it. She knew that day she’d never go back.
It had been a rare, golden afternoon as she walked out of the closing, the check for the flat in her pocket. The sun was just burning through the fog hovering over the river Liffey, sparkling on the deep-green surface and warming the handrails of the iron bridges spanning the two sides of Dublin town. She hadn’t planned on it, but she ducked into the Dubliner, her favorite pub, and bought herself a pint on the way home from the closing. Even now, she remembered thinking that this must be how people feel when they graduate from some posh university, but for her, this was the same thing. For the first time, she had the legit skills she needed to build on the money in her pocket. The barmaid brought over her pint of Guinness, and Shiv drew a cross in the foam with the tip of her finger. An older gentleman drinking with his wife in the corner gave her an almost imperceptible nod, and something shifted in her in the span of a second. Most people probably graduated with parties, gifts, and family all around, but this was her graduation all the same, and she never crossed the line to the wrong side of the law again. She’d thought about him over the years since. Maybe he knew somehow, maybe he didn’t, but that moment was part of her.
Shiv carried on working over the next few years and built on her experience. She had a talent for seeing the potential in a property and enough hustle to flip it faster than anyone else, but she had yet to settle on her first major investment, the kind of financial move that would catapult her earning capabilities to an entirely new level. She’d been putting money aside with every sale to save for the substantial deposit she knew she’d need when she found the right property, and now the sum was nearly a hundred thousand euros, which finally won her approval on the financing she’d need to buy the cottages.
None of it would’ve happened without Nieve, and Shiv never forgot that. Years ago, when she’d started to achieve some momentum in Dublin real estate and couldn’t imagine leaving Dublin, Shiv had invited her sister to move to the city to live with her, but they both knew it wouldn’t happen. Nieve loved the farm. It was in her blood in a way it had never been for Shiv. Her focus was finding buildings with raw potential, then turning them into cash, and lots of it. Fortunately, that’s where she shone; Shiv could make money out of dirt.
She hadn’t exactly seen it coming, but it looked like Firnagh was just the place to do it.



 
C HAPTER FOUR
Devri unlocked the door and stepped into her suite at the Grafton on St. Stephen’s Green, a boutique hotel in the heart of Dublin. It was early evening, but sinking into bed for a hot date with jet lag and room service was not an option. She had exactly twenty minutes before her appointment to meet Aoife Mallory, but in her only stroke of luck so far, the pub Aoife had chosen was directly across the road from her hotel. Devri decided to take the name, The Hairy Lemon, as a sign she might not want to eat there, but the menu had looked surprisingly tempting online.
She dug her makeup bag out of her suitcase and washed her face, pulling her hair back into a sleek bun at the nape of her neck to hide the frizz it had shapeshifted into the second she’d stepped out of the airport and into the soft mist of rain in Dublin. She pulled a close-fitting black merino turtleneck from her neat stack of clothes in the suitcase, as well as a pair of dark jeans and high-heeled leather boots that might or might not survive the cobblestones between here and the pub. The setting sun was on fire behind The Hairy Lemon as she stepped out of the hotel, the air light and delicate, still for a breath between rain showers. The soulful scent of what smelled like stew floated across the road from the pub, and Dev realized she hadn’t eaten since just before she boarded the plane. She crossed traffic and glanced down at her watch. The next thing she knew, she was looking up at The Hairy Lemon sign from the sidewalk.
“Oh, God, I’m so sorry!” A frazzled young woman with sky-blue glasses and wild, curly hair dropped the bag she was carrying and reached down to offer Devri her hand. “I was looking for something and must have been on autopilot.”
Her springy curls, dark and lush with ends the color of dawn, bounced in time with her words, and Devri laughed, letting the woman pull her to her feet. She handed the woman back her bag she’d dropped. “No worries. I’m made of rubber, and that might be the most exciting thing that’s happened to me all day, actually.”
“Well, I’m mortified, but thank you for being so kind about it.” She took another panicked look into the cavernous, square bag she’d been carrying and slipped it back onto her shoulder with a sigh. “I’d just realized I left something at home I needed.” She shook her head. “It’s the only thing I needed, actually. I’ve got half my flat in this thing and left the one thing I absolutely had to have on my desk.” She stopped, brushing a stray leaf from the side of Devri’s coat. “I hope you don’t mind me saying, but that’s a gorgeous coat. Beautiful fabric.”
“Not at all. I grabbed this one a couple of years ago from Saks, which may or may not have been treason—”
Both of them stopped suddenly and looked at each other as the penny dropped to the sidewalk between them.
“Are you Aoife Mallory?”
“Oh no! You’re not Devri Cahn, are you?”
They spoke at the same time, then laughed and tried to shake hands, but a determined-looking man on a bicycle whizzed by on the left, and they both put a dent in the foot traffic around them as they stepped to the side.
“I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink.” Devri nodded in the direction of the pub. “And don’t worry about your portfolio. You’ve got pictures on your phone of your last show, right?”
“Yes, but—”
They stepped off the sidewalk, and Devri held the door open for her. “I’m familiar with your pieces, so that’ll work just as well.”
The pub was already crowded with a crush of people at the bar, but one of the barmaids with drinks in both hands caught sight of Aoife and nodded toward the back. Devri followed Aoife through the main room, which seemed to have more of a living room than a bar vibe, to a table tucked away by the window in the far corner. A piece of paper ripped from an order pad lay in the center. Don’t even think about sitting here.
“Oh, God. I thought she’d at least put out a Reserved sign or something.” Aoife snatched it up and tucked it into her pocket. “It’s Saturday night, so I asked my mate to save this for us. I just wanted to be sure we didn’t have to wait for a table.”
“No. It’s perfect.” Devri slid into what looked like a section of church pew and shrugged off her coat.
Aoife set down her bag on the other side of the table. “I’ll get the drinks in before they get mobbed up there. What are you drinking?”
“I’d love a beer. Just whatever you’re having.”
Aoife headed for the bar, stopping to hug someone on the way, and Devri pulled up her latest show on her phone and took some screenshots of the pieces that had caught her eye. She’d gone through her upcoming fall line carefully on the flight over and knew what she was interested in, and she already liked Aoife. A designer’s personality was a vital part of the success of a new venture, and this one had the potential to be a major shift for Bergdorf’s.
Devri was proud of this move and impressed with her dad for spotting the niche in the market, but she was also relieved that it was her last meeting for a while. She settled back in her seat and took a look around, trying to wrap her mind around the differences between The Hairy Lemon and a typical New York bar. The scarred table with edges rounded by the warmth of a hundred years of hands, the tilted bookcase wedged into the space beneath the stairs, the faded rose upholstery on the chairs in the corner—everything just seemed a bit more real than the slick Manhattan bars she was used to. Walking into them was not unlike having a surface conversation with a supermodel constantly looking over your shoulder to see if someone better is walking in. The Hairy Lemon was the opposite. It had the feel of walking into a friend’s house bursting with people who were happy to see you.
Aoife returned with two tall pints and a single shot glass, and once those were settled on the table, she pulled several small foil packets out of her pocket. “I know this can’t be very professional, but I’m dying for some crisps.”
“Same.” Devri picked up one that promised roast beef and mustard flavor and pulled it open. “But what’s with the one shot glass here?”
“That must look strange, come to think of it.” Aoife smiled and tipped a bit of whatever was in the shot glass into her pint. “We’re drinking Magners cider, which can be a bit dry if you’re not used to it, or actually, it’s too damn dry even if ya are. The flavor of apricot schnapps is lovely with it and sweetens it up just enough.”
Devri followed her lead and added the same amount to her pint.
“Now.” Aoife tapped the side of her pint with two fingers. “If you give it a couple of taps, the sugar will sink and mix with the rest of your pint.”
“I feel like I should be paying for these kinds of insider secrets.” Devri tapped and took a sip. Maybe it was just because she was starving, but she had to stop herself from swooning and possibly penning a love sonnet over a pint of cider.
“Not at all, I’m thrilled to meet you. It still feels like a bit of a dream, to be honest.”
“Well,” Devri looked up and smiled, “I’m here because of your talent, and you deserve this opportunity, so let’s talk retail.”

Two drinks turned into dinner and “just a wee cordial to round us out,” as Aoife charmingly put it.
“So.” Devri was finally starting to feel the jet lag set in as she handed Aoife the leather Bergdorf’s folder she’d prepared. “You’ll find all the details of the contract for your fall line here, and the production schedule we’ll need to adhere to. Production will be on a much larger scale than you’ve done before, so you’ll have a dedicated consultant working with you on every aspect of that.” She smiled at Aoife’s look of disbelief. “And this does mean we’ll be featuring you in our upcoming gender-free division between the men’s and women’s departments, so I’m expecting it to be a huge success. Just have your lawyer look at the terms, and your NYC contact for the person temporarily replacing me at the store is listed on the first page if you have any questions.”
Aoife clearly tried to hide the emotion in her eyes by dropping the folder into the bag. “I can’t seem to find the words to tell you how I…just, thank you. Thank you for this opportunity. I won’t let you down.”
“I know you won’t, and you’ll have our support for every aspect of this first season. It can feel overwhelming, but you’ll have an experienced team to advise you on any production issues, so don’t hesitate to reach out with any questions, okay?”
“I won’t. And you have my number as well, obviously, so stay in touch. I know you’re taking a break for a few months, so if you need something while you’re in Ireland, I’m your girl.”
“I’m on my way back tomorrow, but I have to admit, I’m a little sad about that now.” Devri looked over at an elderly couple sharing a plate of roast, their heads dipped toward each other, laughing. “Something about this place makes me feel…”
“Like you can exhale?”
“Exactly!” Devri laughed and signed the bill after the waitress dropped it and her card back to the table. “How did you know?”
“I’ve been to New York, only once, while I was in design school.” Aoife laughed, the reflection of the streetlights just outside the window sparkling in her eyes. “I was there for only a month, but I felt the same way when I got back to Ireland.”
They both gathered their bags and made their way through the crowd to the door, pausing on the sidewalk outside.
Aoife looked down the street in both directions. “Can I call you a taxi?”
“I’m actually staying right there,” Devri pointed at the silver Grafton sign across the street, “at the Grafton Hotel.”
“Oh, Jaysus. That place is lush.” Aoife laughed and gave Devri a quick hug that felt entirely natural, surprisingly. “Someday, I’ll get a room there just to say I’ve done it. Stop by the bar to the right and down the stairs as you go in. They have a Slow Negroni to die for.”
“Noted.” Devri squeezed her hand and stepped out onto the street. “I have a feeling we’ll see each other again.”
“Absolutely.” Aoife smiled as she walked down the sidewalk. “Count on it.”
Devri watched her walk away for a few seconds, then surprised herself. “Aoife?”
Aoife turned around, her smile like a flash of sunshine. “Yes?”
“I might be staying a few days. Do you have any advice on where to go or what to see while I’m here?” She smiled. “Other than the famous Slow Negroni, of course.”
“Well, do you want to see the sights? Or the real, raw Ireland, the way it really is?”
Devri considered that choice for a moment. The honesty was refreshing, so she returned the favor. “I don’t know. I’m just a bit desperate to get out of my comfort zone.”
Aoife walked slowly back toward her on the sidewalk with a laugh Devri was positive she wanted to hear again. “Now you’re speaking my language. Trust me, Ireland will make you forget you ever had a comfort zone.”

“Christ, you scrub up well.” Nieve was in the kitchen opening a bottle of white wine when Shiv came down the stairs the next night and rounded the corner from the living room. “Where are you off to with that cloud of cologne leading the way? On the pull?”
“Now, what would make you think I’d be pulling girls tonight? I do have other interests, you know.”
“Yeah. I know ya do.” Nieve jerked the cork out of the bottle with a resonant pop, then set it by the cheese plate on the counter, condensation sparkling on the glass. “You also like to see ’em get the hell out in the morning.”
Shiv laughed, running a hand through her hair as she leaned against the counter. “I forgot how alike we are.” She shook her head at the silent offer of a glass of wine from her sister. “Nah. I heard you talking about evening plans with the farmhand this afternoon, so I’m makin’ myself scarce. I haven’t seen town properly for the last ten years, so it’s about time I went down the pub anyway.”
“Here.” Nieve pulled her keys off the board by the door and dropped them into Shiv’s pocket. “Take Bessie. She needs to be driven by someone other than me.”
“Why, because she’s your longest relationship and you’re afraid she’s getting bored?”
“Very funny.” Her sister looked at her watch and unbuttoned the first two buttons on her blouse. “Now get lost.”
A knock at the door underscored her point, and the farmhand stepped in from the mudroom, ducking to get through the doorway.
“Fergal, this is my sister, Shiv.” She winked in Shiv’s direction as she handed him a glass of wine. “And she’s insufferable, so she’s just leaving.”
“Fair play to ya, Nieve.” Shiv whistled as she squeezed one of his biceps, then the other. “I almost get it. Almost.”
Shiv could still hear his laughter rumbling as she walked out the door to the Land Rover. As she started it up and it shuddered dramatically to life, she saw Fergal lift her sister onto the kitchen counter through the window, unbuttoning the rest of those buttons as he did, judging from the shirt slipping off her shoulder.
Nieve usually treated boyfriends like farm equipment—she routinely traded them in when she started having trouble driving them, but something about this lad was different. He seemed to know how to handle her, either that or he must be doing something right to get a cheese plate and some actual effort off her sister. She’d always been focused on survival. It wasn’t easy running a farm as a single woman, and Shiv had seen her go from crisis to crisis over the years with leaking barns, strings of sleepless nights during lambing season, and even holding her own at cattle auctions full of men that, from the sound of it, had grudgingly grown to respect her. But she’d never seen her look this happy.
Shiv buttoned her jacket tighter around her and leaned into the wind. She had about an hour of light left before the sun dropped back into the ocean, and then her opportunity to check out the cottages would be gone. The auction was the next morning. She’d bided her time, waiting until darkness was falling and anyone who might still be at the site would’ve left for the pub. She knew the only way to approach a small-town auction this lucrative was to come in as a ringer. If people guessed she was interested in the property, they’d start talking, and with her reputation, that wouldn’t do her any favors. She was screwed either way, though. Word could also get around that she traded properties in Dublin, which was a golden opportunity for anyone to plan to bid her up in the moment at the auction. But if no one knew and she strolled in tomorrow and stole it out from under them, by the time they figured it out, it’d be too late. Or at least that was the plan.
Suspense had hung tight and heavy in her chest all day as she waited, lifting only as she turned out of the farm and the road unfolded like a ribbon of ash down the center of the green fields on either side of the rumbling Land Rover. The fields were edged with hand-built rock walls and dotted with sheep, each with a swipe of paint down its backside, the color indicating which farm they belonged to. Shiv smiled and kept her eyes on the horizon, although she’d always found something beautiful about how the sheep wandered over the hills, the ever-changing pattern of brushstrokes shifting like a kaleidoscope as they grazed.
She took careful note of the changes in town as she drove through it. Firnagh looked different than she remembered it from ten years ago, with a handful of colorful new shops, several flash restaurants, cozy cafés, and a touristy pub too loudly posh to be owned by a local. Firnagh’s population was just over ten thousand, and the core industry for hundreds of years had been fishing and livestock, like most Irish coastal towns, but now the tide was turning. Three years ago, it was officially included in the Wild Atlantic Way, one of the longest defined coastal routes in the world, stretching from the Inishowen Peninsula in the north of Ireland down to Kinsale, in County Cork, which meant it would remain undeniable catnip to tourists. And Shiv was poised at the cusp of the upturn.
She’d been watching the shift from Dublin, and tourism in Firnagh had almost tripled since the inclusion, mostly a post-COVID surge of Americans touring the Wild Atlantic Way. Firnagh was one of the most colorful villages on the western slope of Ireland, not unlike Kinsale, and every traveler with a wallet would be searching for a picturesque oceanfront cottage to stay in. One of her first realizations when she started flipping properties in Dublin was that the shortest route to selling a property, even a short-term rental like an Airbnb, was to know your customer and sell them on the story of it. She knew a thousand stories. She might even be able to make a few up on the fly if she had to.
Shiv rolled down her windows to let the salt air rush in. The fields disappeared behind her as she neared town, followed by the crash of seawater onto the rocky shore to her right, tossing salt spray into the air. She slowed as she rounded the corner just outside of town. She knew what she was looking for—the row of white fishing cottages just up from the beach, surrounded by wild grasses that doubled as wind vanes. When she was a kid, she’d learned early on that the sooner her dad started reaching for the whiskey on the weekends, the sooner she needed to get the hell out of his way and stay there until she was sure he was passed out in his chair, and she could slip back in unnoticed. The stone at the end of the fence had been her sign. Nieve turned it sideways when it was safe to come home, and when she finally crept past the kitchen, a sandwich was always waiting for her in her tiny attic bedroom.
That’s how she fell in love with the cottages. She’d walk into town from the farm, maybe snag a chocolate bar from the shops if Nieve had slipped her some coins, just to sit on the rocks and watch the tide come in. The constant rhythm of waves breaking on the shore was intense enough to dull the truth that she was there because she had no other place to go, and the screeching seagulls weaving patterns above her head reminded her that someday she’d find out what freedom felt like.
She did the same thing every time she went. She’d find a spot out of view, then lean back on the wet rocks and close her eyes, imagining everything about her life drifting away with the waves, opening them after a few minutes to a slightly different scene. Birds in a different place in the steel-gray sky, the thrown white wall of seawater sliding back into the emerald sea instead of crashing onto the rocks, seaweed drying on the sand where there’d been none before. It was comforting, every time, to open her eyes and see that everything had changed. She needed to know change was possible, and it was that spot that helped her hang on until she could create her own.
The row of cottages was placed just above where she used to sit, on a rock ridge covered with swaying grasses and green velvet moss below, jutting out like a stone shelf over the sea. She’d always stared at them as she walked back to the farm and wondered what it would be like to live there. The barn and livestock pens at the farm constantly smelled like fermented feed and steaming cow patties, and the air there was always heavy and hard to breathe. But here, it was a different world: the swirling hiss of the ocean rushing up on the sand, the freshness of the clean, icy water, even the cold morning air drifting up to lift the edges of the airy, white curtains in the summer. Or at least that’s what it’d looked like from the road.
She slowed the truck and took off her hat as the row of seven whitewashed cottages came into view. Each had a thick, traditional thatched roof and brightly painted door with hammered iron hardware, although most were peeling from the constant abrasion of salt air, and all were in obvious stages of disrepair. She’d studied the photos of the interiors online, and they needed work, to say the least, but it looked like some slick modernization, a bit of new plaster, and some cosmetic touches might do the trick. At least well enough to convert them into holiday rentals and turn a massive profit, although she’d need someone to manage them for her. No way was she staying in the armpit of Ireland permanently.
The Murphy family had owned the land and cottages for the last century, but apparently, after Colin Murphy’s recent death, his heirs were ready to cash in. Nieve had attended his wake in February and overheard the family talking in a hushed circle about selling. Nieve had called her in Dublin that night with the news, and every day after, Shiv had scoured estate agents’ sites, one after the other, waiting for the property to be listed. She’d expected it to be sold through an agent in Galway, the closest major town to Firnagh, but she’d come across the underwhelming ad for the notice of auction accidentally as she was leafing through The Irish Times over a cup of tea. She’d started packing ten minutes later. The pictures made it clear the cottages needed work before they could start bringing in money, and she knew she’d need to be in Firnagh to do it.
Shiv parked on the ocean side of the road and walked up the ridge, breathing in the crisp evening air as the sky deepened to the watercolor hues of sunset over the waves. The stone ridge was awash with coastal grasses and dotted with lemon-yellow and lavender spring wildflowers, and the wind wrapped itself around her, pushing her up the hill until she reached the first cottage and peered through the windows. The interiors were what she expected—a main room with a wide, open fireplace at one end and kitchen at the other, with a single bedroom and bath behind that, and an additional sleeping loft above the mantel on the other end. The rock walls and foundations outside were solid, and the window framing was made of thick, intact wood, but everything would need a fresh coat of paint at the very least, as well as some minor repairs and updates to get them up to code. Local families and fishermen had lived in them up to this point, so rustic imperfection had blended into the landscape, but Shiv knew that appealing to the wealthy American tourist market was a very different story.
She pulled her flashlight out of her jacket pocket, shining it through the windows of one cottage, then the next. It looked like they’d been stripped clean back to the hardwood flooring, save the fireplace tools and a copper kettle in each, which would make interior work easier when the time came. Deep-navy night was rolling in fast, and the air carried the scent of rain. Shiv looked up at the sky just in time for a single chilled drop to splash onto her cheek and roll down the side of her face. She swiped it with the back of her hand as she turned to leave, but the cottage on the far end caught her eye. Its interior lights were on, illuminating the mist drifting outside the windows. She looked around, but the only sound was the sea, and she saw no other vehicles but Bessie. The cottages were walking distance from town, so it could be anyone, really.
She dropped her flashlight into her jacket pocket and walked almost to the end of the row, hoping she could see who was inside. A quiet step to the side of the cottage reminded her that the only windows were the double-glazed bay ones in the front looking out on the sea. The smart thing to do was leave well enough alone and head back to her truck, but she also knew herself well enough to know that wasn’t possible.
Shiv flattened her back against the front wall of the last cottage and leaned just past the window framing. The end cottage was slightly larger, with the addition of a bar-type kitchen island flanked by three handmade barstools on the other side. A woman sat on the center stool, wearing a jean jacket and green puffer vest, with dark, glossy hair she kept tucking behind her ear as she leaned closer to what she had laid out on the surface. An additional overcoat was draped over one of the barstools, but only she seemed to be in the cottage, studying blueprints, along with what looked like a land survey. She also had what could only be the cottage keys: long, scarred, brass keys on a large iron ring, one for each cottage.
Goddamn it. Where did she get that on the weekend? I don’t even have that.
Shiv tried to quell the urge to turn the door handle. It wasn’t like the property belonged to her, but it would soon enough, and some random woman was in there. In her cottages. It was all she could do to convince herself to take a step back and return to the truck, but the second she did, her foot collided with a heavy flowerpot beside the door, which then dramatically fell to pieces on the stone path, instantly shattering with an ungodly racket. Shiv walked quickly down the side, then rounded the far corner of the cottage and pressed herself against the back wall. She listened as the front door opened, then closed, and then Shiv heard that massive key ring rattle as if whoever it was had picked it up from the bar, preparing to leave.
Fucking hell. Shiv glanced down the side of the cottage again and quickly buttoned up her jacket. I’ve got to get out of here.
She knew from experience that sometimes the best way out of a sticky situation was to just pretend you weren’t in it, and if you had the bottle to do it right, people would believe you. She shoved her hands deep into her jacket pockets, walked away from the cottages toward town, and resisted the urge to look back, just pulled her hat farther down on her head and kept looking at the ground as she walked across the ridge and down to the road. Her only choice now was to go to the pub and come back for the truck later. She wanted to know who the hell was sitting in her cottages, but it wasn’t worth the risk of being recognized. Word spread quickly in a small town, and the only thing that mattered to her was hearing that auction hammer coming down tomorrow.



 
C HAPTER FIVE
After her meeting with Aoife in Dublin, Devri had felt frozen as she watched her walk down the sidewalk. Her only plan for the day, and the entire next year, in fact, was to fly back to Manhattan. She was supposed to be finding herself, and she was still operating on autopilot and going straight back to where she felt stuck. So, she’d impulsively asked Aoife what she should see if she stayed in Dublin for a few days, and Aoife had invited her to the party her family was throwing the next day in her hometown. She’d rolled her eyes as she said they’d started planning it the second she’d gotten the interview with Bergdorf’s, but she could see a bit of excitement as well. Now that she’d landed it, Aoife said, she couldn’t get away with not showing up, so she invited Devri along for the ride. Dev would’ve said yes anyway, but she’d sealed the deal when she said it was bad luck to turn down a road trip in Ireland. That was almost certainly a lie, but effective all the same.
Aoife rolled up to the front of the hotel the next morning in a beat-up red Citroen with one bright-yellow door. The wind was blowing her curls around her head as she pulled up, and flashes of bright sunshine had transformed that morning’s rain into glitter on the hood of her car. She’d jumped out when she saw Devri at the door, and after she smacked the trunk of her car with her fist, it flew open, and the hotel doorman placed Devri’s suitcase inside, with a very discreet wink in her direction as she handed him a folded ten-euro note.
“God. I can’t believe I’m finally getting to go home!”
Devri had barely jumped in and shut the door behind her when Aoife started pulling out into traffic, which made Devri laugh and reach for her seat belt at the same moment.
“I’ve been working my arse off for months, and my family is dying to see me. I’m slightly less enthusiastic about seeing them, but what can you do?” She swerved just in time to miss a double-decker bus making a sharp turn, then unlocked the glove box in front of Devri as she took a left down a one-way street. “Can’t escape my lot forever. Believe me, I’ve tried. They’ll hunt me down, they’ve done it before, so I might as well take advantage of the situation and let them throw me a knees-up at the pub.” She glanced over at Devri, still smiling. “Although I guarantee that they’ll love you more than me.”
Devri could only guess at the meaning of a “knees-up,” and someone driving like they were trying to take out lampposts for points ordinarily made her feel like she might be headed for a future episode of Dateline, but Aoife’s laughter was intoxicating, and something about all of it was too exciting to resist. She couldn’t remember the last time she took a risk that didn’t involve her job.
A glance out the window reminded her that Dublin weekend traffic resembled a massive game of Twister that was rapidly making her dizzy, so she decided to check out the snacking treasure chest that was Aoife’s open glove box. “Okay. What’s in here?”
The cubby was overflowing with snacks, chocolate, and bottles of something called Lucozade. Devri grabbed a sandwich that was stacked in halves, packed in a triangle box with a cellophane window, and held it up.
“That’s a prawn-and-pickle sandwich, and you’ll find a chicken-and-stuffing one in there as well, if you’d rather have that.” Aoife fired off a chef’s kiss and went on. “There are also tons of crisps, can’t have too many of those, and some drinks. I just guessed at them.” A cab cut them off as they headed toward the motorway, and Aoife laid on the horn and rode his bumper for a few seconds in case he’d missed her point. “Firnagh is a lovely town, but the journey there is through the back arse of nowhere, so I figured it was better to be prepared.”
Devri laughed and took her chances on the chicken-and-stuffing sandwich. Oddly, it tasted like Thanksgiving, which didn’t exist in any country but America, and turned out to have an herby, velvety sauce that she instantly loved. She dug out one of the bottles with her other hand and opened it, handing it to Aoife as she drove.
“So, tell me about Firnagh. What’s it like?”
“Ah, it’s my favorite place on earth.” Aoife wove smoothly onto the traffic on the main motorway out of Dublin with one hand and took a sip of her drink. “I’d still be there, if I could make money, like, but it’s impossible now unless yer in real estate or hospitality.”
“Really? Why real estate?”
“It’s a coastal town with gorgeous sea views, and it’s become a huge travel destination in the last few years along the Wild Atlantic Way, so everything’s growing. I have a big Catholic family with ten kids, so we’ve always joked that the Mallorys made up half the population, but that’s not true anymore. Now it’s officially the Mallorys and the tourists.” Aoife nodded toward Devri’s window. Devri looked over to find herself face-to-face with two massive, mud-splashed sheepdogs hanging out of the same farm-truck window, excited jowls flapping in the breeze. “My mum’s an estate agent, and she used to get most of her listings from Galway, which is about an hour north, but for the last couple of years, she’s been busy in Firnagh.”
“That’s got to be great for everyone in town, right?” Devri gingerly uncapped the other bottle and held it up. “What is this, by the way?”
“Um. The closest thing I had in the States was Gatorade, but it’s fruitier than that. I don’t know how to describe it.”
Devri tasted it, quickly recapped it, and set it beside her. It tasted like a sweaty Jolly Rancher—and not in a good way.
“Anyway, you’d think all the business would be amazing all around,” Devri ripped open a bag of chips with her teeth as she talked, “and it was to a point, but it pulled things out of balance a bit. Mum says the demand for labor is at an all-time high because of all the new restaurants and pubs, so the pay is grand, but by now, nearly all the available housing has been turned into short-term rentals for people on holiday.”
“So, great jobs are everywhere, but good luck finding a place to live?”
“Exactly. And most of Firnagh is on the historic registry, so it’s not as simple as just building more housing. It takes forever to get things approved, and even when it does, the policies are super tight on how it can look and what it can be used for. Most of the buildings and land in town are privately owned, and they’re inclined to go where the money is, which is fair enough, I suppose. The everyday locals that hold everything together are falling through the cracks.”
“Damn.” Devri nodded. “I can see how that might snowball. Manhattan had the same issue, still does, but they voted in limits pretty quickly on how many Airbnb there could be within a certain-mile radius.”
Aoife handed her sandwich to Devri for her to unwrap as she passed an antique German car that sounded like it might sputter and die before it reached the next road sign. “Mum has an auction happening for a local client soon, and the property is something I’ve never seen come up for sale. Traditional little cottages, so it’s the perfect opportunity to create some decent housing for the locals,” she looked in her rearview and rolled her eyes as she realized the German car had grown a pair and was riding her ass, “but something tells me it’ll be more holiday rentals by this time next year.”
The scenery was beyond beautiful as they drove out of Dublin and into the countryside, and Devri was amazed at how many crumbling castles were sitting abandoned in fields, nearly covered in drifts of flowering ivy, with wide-open roofs framing the sky. Everything in New York moved so fast it was a blur even to her, but there was a permanence to Ireland, even within the city, a feeling that the core of it had been the same a hundred years ago and would be again in the next century. It was calming, somehow, to realize that everything constantly spinning around her wasn’t the world. It was only New York. Here, castles sat in quiet fields, aspiring to be nothing else than what they were; the guardians of history and the souls of the people that once lived there.
The sun breaking through the clouds illuminated the sea in the distance, and as they drove closer to the shore, Aoife explained the high points of the Wild Atlantic Way, which sounded like a romance novel to Devri, underscored by the waves crashing close enough to the motorway to see the spray rush the cars, drenching the guardrail and leaving a rainbow of shimmering mist in its wake.
By the time they’d pulled into Firnagh, it was mid-afternoon. They’d been driving for over three hours, but it had felt more like a quick lunch with a friend, something Devri had been too busy to do much of for the last few years in Manhattan. Aoife gave her a quick squeeze and kissed her cheek as she dropped Devri off at the hotel she’d booked in the heart of town.
“The Connell Arms is a lovely place, but let me know if you don’t like something about it, yeah? I’ll come collect you. It’d only take two seconds, and you can stay at our gaff with the crazy lot of us. And don’t forget to meet us in the Pig and Whistle tonight. It’s a five-minute walk from here.” She held up her phone. “I’ll text you the details.”
Devri nodded and looked back at the welcoming entrance of the tiny hotel, with the warm glow of lamplight coming from the lobby and a bustling café to one side. “I’ll be fine, I promise, but if I’m not, you’ll be the first to know.” She paused, glancing toward the sea just visible in the distance. “Those cottages you mentioned that are going up for auction, are those the ones we passed just a minute ago as we were coming into town? They had the—”
Aoife leaned on her open car door and ignored the obvious wave from the porter at the door as Devri made a roof shape with her hands. “Thatch roofs? Yeah. Aren’t they gorgeous? Not many of those anymore, and I’ve always loved ’em.” She nodded in their direction. “Sure you don’t want to check them out? I know they’re going up for auction in the morning, but you can walk to them from here if you’re curious.” She finally nodded at the porter and got back into her car, peering out at Devri through the passenger window. “I’ve got to get home before they send out a search party, but let me talk to Mum about it, and I’ll give you a ring.”
“No rush. It’s a ridiculous idea, but I have some experience with renovation and…” She paused, excitement building in her chest. “There’s just something about them I can’t stop thinking about.”
“Just wait till you see the view from that ridge they’re sitting on.” Aoife grinned, revving the engine with a wink. “Mind yerself now, or you might fall in love. Ireland’ll do that to ya.”

After a shower and the chance to unpack, Devri was ready to see the cottages. Obviously, it was a bad idea to buy property in a country she didn’t even live in, but she still stood in her hotel room wrapped in a towel with wet hair for an hour, googling whether it was even possible. Turns out, it was not only possible, but if you chose your location and property wisely, it could be a financially sound investment. Ireland had no residence restrictions for the purchase of property, and if that’s what she was leaning toward in New York, why not do it in the one place she felt room to exhale?
Devri took her phone off the charger, dialed, and sat on the bed. One glance in the mirror told her the wet hair she’d started with now looked like it was being blown by the wind in a still room, so she turned away from the mirror as her dad picked up the line. Even her hair was telling her this was a ridiculous idea.
“It’s about time I heard from you, pumpkin!” Devri smiled as she listened to the sound of him inhaling a freshly lit cigarette. “I got the email about your meeting. I knew you’d love her. Are you back in the city?”
“Dad.” Devri paused for effect. “Put that cigarette out. I’d like you to live long enough to take me to dinner when I come back from Ireland.”
“First of all, I’m going to live forever. You know that.” She heard him exhale and his home-office chair creak as he leaned back and turned it around to look out of his floor-to-ceiling windows in the home office that overlooked a bank of Manhattan skyscrapers. She’d seen him do it a thousand times. “Secondly, weren’t you supposed to be home today? It’s nearly midnight.”
Devri smiled, pulling her towel tighter around her. “Well, that’s what I called to ask you about. I need some advice.”
“Perfect timing. Your mother is still up watching the Bravo channel, so I’m in the office waiting out that trainwreck.” He sighed. “I need to have that channel blocked. I think those characters are rubbing off on her.”
“Perfect timing, then.” Devri paused, suddenly unsure what to say. She wanted to tell her dad her plan and get a reassuring stamp of approval, but that was difficult when she didn’t actually have a plan. “Um, I’m considering staying a few more weeks.” She cleared her throat and put a calming hand on her neck that had inexplicably heated. “Or maybe a little longer.”
He said nothing, as if waiting for her to go on, but she had nothing else. She listened to him tapping his thumb on the desktop, something he did when he was thinking. When she was a teenager, it drove her crazy. Now, something about it was strangely comforting.
“Tell me something, Dev.”
Now it was her turn to wait. “Yes?”
“How do you feel, being out of the city?”
Dev started to answer but suddenly couldn’t trust her voice. She felt like crying, which made no sense. She swiped at the warmth of an unexpected tear with the heel of her hand. “Um, I guess I don’t know how to describe it.”
“Try, my love. If you can tell me a little, it will help me understand more.”
Devri made herself breathe and looked up at the ceiling to try to compose herself.
“I don’t know why I’m feeling like this.” She bit her lip. “I just know I need to be here right now.”
Her dad started to reply, then stopped. It was a moment before he spoke again.
“Devri, you’ve been working here with me for a long time. You have an amazing mind for business, but I’ve told you this before. You’ve been so focused on the store you’ve forgotten to live your life.” Devri heard the smile in his voice as he went on, his tone a bit softer. “You’ve been so restless lately because your body is giving you clues that something’s got to change.”
Devri nodded, then remembered that her father couldn’t see her. “I’ve never thought about it before, but maybe you’re right.” She pulled her hair into a bun at the nape of her neck with the elastic on her wrist. “And there’s something else. I might have found a property I’m interested in. I wasn’t looking. It just kind of dropped into my lap.”
Silence. Devri put the phone down on the bed and pressed the speaker button.
“Go on.”
“But it’s not just about the real estate. I don’t even have a good reason to consider this possibility. I just can’t get it out of my head.”
“That’s a good sign. That’s all you need to start.” She heard her father’s fountain pen scratching across paper on his desk. “I’m making a note to have my lawyer call you in the morning. As you know, he’s an expat and owns a number of properties in several countries. I’ll get him on the logistics and any potential problems and have him give you a call.” He paused. “When do you need to know by?”
“Early. The auction is at five, my time.”
“Great. No pressure then.”
Devri laughed, a weight she didn’t know she was carrying lifting from her shoulders, and light, cool air rushing into her lungs.
“I’ll see if I can reach him tonight. He’s a night owl.”
Devri listened to the scratch of his pen for a few more seconds. “Dad. Thank you for this. I guess I was expecting you to tell me I was crazy.”
“It’s never crazy to listen to your heart, pumpkin. I’m proud of you. If it doesn’t work out, then it just doesn’t work out, but you’re evidently taking a risk on something that matters to you.” His voice wavered, and Devri smiled. She and Dad had always been the emotional ones—her brother, and their mom, not so much. “That’s never going to be a mistake. Even if it looks like it sometimes on the surface.”
“I’ll tell you how the auction goes tomorrow.” She paused. “Don’t tell Mom yet, okay? I think she’s got all she can handle with the bomb Lonnie dropped.”
“That’s putting it lightly. Change is hard for your mother, as you know.”
“By the way, I was thinking about something on the plane.” She slowed, choosing her words carefully. “If my playboy brother is willing to change his whole life for this girl he told us about at Shabbat dinner, she must mean everything to him.” She paused, clicking off the speakerphone and bringing the phone back to her ear as if her words were a secret. “Mom can be pretty intimidating right off the bat. Why don’t you have lunch with her and Lonnie before you introduce her into the mix? It might help…” Devri paused. “What’s her name? Rachel?”
“Raziel.”
“Ah, right. That makes sense. I forgot she’s Orthodox. Anyway, it might make her feel more comfortable with the big meet-and-greet later.”
“I’ve already scheduled it with Lonnie. I’m having brunch with him and Raziel later this week, so don’t breathe a word of it to your mother.” He lowered his voice to almost a whisper. “And I’ll give you the play-by-play afterward.”
“Deal. And one more thing.” Devri pulled a pair of jeans out of her suitcase and held them up to herself in the mirror. “I’ll call tomorrow and see if I can get the second half of my ticket to Ireland refunded. If not, I’ll pay for it. First-class tickets aren’t cheap, and you didn’t exactly send me out here on a mission to find myself.”
“You’re doing a bang-up job with exactly what I sent you out there to do, sweet girl.” Devri smiled at the warmth in his voice. “And I’m not talking about signing Aoife Mallory.”
After they said their good-byes, Devri dressed in what she hoped was the perfect outfit for a party in a pub she’d never been to with people she’d never met. She stared at herself in the mirror, then closed her eyes and rubbed her temples in slow circles, trying not to consider the distinct possibility she was losing her mind. She’d just dropped her phone into her pocket and grabbed her green puffer vest when it pinged. It was Aoife. Mum dropped the keys and land survey in the last cottage on the row on her way home from work. See you at Pig and Whistle after, but don’t bother trying to find it on your phone. There’s no address. Look for the red pub with the dented iron door at the north end of Main Street.
“The fact that I’m even considering these cottages is proof that I’m literally out of my mind,” Devri muttered under her breath as she stepped into the hall and pulled the door shut behind her, then took the stairs down to the lobby. As she walked through the front doors of the hotel, the air swept her up in the scent of cold rain underlaid with the sharp edge of urban diesel, an odd combination, but it was growing on her. A glance down the road told her the evening was getting into full swing, judging by the couples sitting outside at a couple of the fancier restaurants, sharing bottles of wine and fresh-seafood starters. Devri’s gaze lingered over a crusty baguette with fresh butter on the nearest table, flanked by steaming glass cups of coffee.
I take that back. Devri stepped to the edge of the sidewalk for an elderly man in a green tweed jacket. He was carrying a Jack Russell across his shoulders in a matching emerald sweater and knitted scarf that appeared to be older than he was. I might just be going slowly mad from hunger.
She slowed and glanced into the windows of the little shops along the main street, most of them in the midst of closing for the evening, and made note of a bodega on the corner, or whatever convenience stores were called in Ireland. She’d need some Tylenol if she was going to survive that auction tomorrow. The shops and pubs lining the road started to thin as she walked, and after she’d passed some row houses and a handful of cottages, she recognized the walkway along the shore that she’d seen as they drove into town. She zipped up her vest and pulled up the hood as she headed toward the ocean horizon. The rhythmic crash of the incoming tide crowded out the worry determined to take up space in her mind, and the wind left salt on her lips as she trailed her fingertips along the wet iron railing between her and the sea.
How had her life devolved into moving blindly from one project after the other, all centered around Bergdorf’s? She’d gone on the odd date maybe two or three times a year, only when a friend insisted on setting her up. It was usually just drinks at a martini bar or pretentious café, but falling in love seemed more and more like a high-risk investment, and it just seemed smarter to keep her focus on the tangible reality of work. Which was why she was over thirty and single. She knew this because her mother mentioned it every time she saw her.
The wind swept flashes of her last crumbling relationship across her memory as the cottages came into view in the distance and the sounds of Firnagh faded behind her. It had been years ago, but she’d dated a younger Russian model she’d met at New York Fashion Week only to find she was cheating on her. Devri had changed every major aspect of her life to fit into being a couple, although in hindsight, she couldn’t remember a single time Mikal had introduced her as her girlfriend. A year into the relationship, she was still partying till dawn, hanging off the arms of famous designers, doing drugs, and being photographed all over Manhattan at after-parties she’d never even mentioned to Devri.
There was something darkly sexy about her, though, and the way she pushed Devri’s boundaries in bed was addicting, so Devri kept collecting red flags like a Spanish bullfighter. Until that night in late October, when Mikal texted her that a shoot for Adidas was running late. Devri had hopped in a cab and gone to what she’d said was the shoot location, still wearing the pajama bottoms and hoodie she’d had on when she got the text.
The studio Mikal was supposed to be at in the Meatpacking District was dark and locked up tight. Devri stood there by the doors, the taxi driver staring her down as she was calling Mikal, but she never picked up. Devri still remembered the taste of the rain that started while her phone was pressed to her face, falling in black, chilled sheets that blurred the streetlights.
When she got home, she set the single dresser drawer she’d given Mikal outside the front door of her apartment, still piled with a tangle of her clothes and the tiny glass vial of coke she’d left on the bathroom counter. When she opened the door the next morning, everything was gone.
The wind whipped her hair around her face, and Devri shielded her eyes from the blanket of fog rolling in from the sea, hanging like a silver curtain between her and the cottages in the distance. If she had any sense she’d turn around and go back to the hotel, maybe order some room service. But something was drawing her toward the carved edge of the ridge and the sea shapeshifting into white spray beneath the pristine row of cottages. When she finally reached them, the handmade, carved wooden door swung open with a touch of her finger. The iron hinges groaned as if no one had been inside in a hundred years, but the papers Aoife’s mother had left for her were right there on the bar.
She’d looked into the other cottages as she walked by, and as far as she could tell, they were all laid out in a similar way. The walls looked like original stone construction, obviously a few hundred years old, and overlaid in places with whitewashed plaster. In the main room, each stone was a slightly different shape, as if worn that way from centuries of protecting the lives inside the walls. Devri looked around the corner to the bathroom, with a simple porcelain clawfoot tub, standing sink, and gravity-fall toilet.
But no storage. Devri glanced above the tub. And no shower. Interesting.
She shut the bathroom door behind her, slipping off her damp vest and laying it over one of the bar stools on top of her overcoat. The sleeves of the black turtleneck she wore underneath were damp, but they should dry by the time she arrived at the pub. She walked over to the file on the bar to find a Post-it stuck to the top page.
Our Aoife said you might be interested in looking at the cottages. If you have any questions, I’ll be at the pub this evening. I’m expecting several sharks at the auction tomorrow, but I wrote in the starting bid on the paperwork for reference.
Devri sank down on the stool and looked at the survey. The included land parcel was significant, well beyond the perimeter of the cottages themselves, with several acres to work with behind the cottages, not that she had any idea what she’d do with them in the first place. She dug a Delta-lounge peppermint out of her jeans pocket and took a closer look at the home inspections. All the important areas—structure, plumbing, and foundations—were fairly current and in good repair, but she didn’t see any mention of central heat and air, and a glance around the main room told her there probably wasn’t a place to hide a thermostat.
Devri stood and walked over to the open fireplace behind her. The mantel was made of wide, split logs carved into intricate Celtic knots and hand-rubbed with a dark stain. A forged iron bar with a hook swung from the side of the hearth to the center of the firebox and could also be raised and lowered with a lever, apparently. God, this is strange. Devri swung it back and forth with the tip of her finger, and it groaned in protest. Nothing like a medieval torture device in your family room.
She climbed the stone steps set against the wall and peered up into the empty sleeping loft over the fireplace and then again around the main room from above. So, there’s no shower, no central heat and air… Devri glanced down to the side of the firebox. No gas starter on the fireplace, and no washer/dryer unit. She came back down and took another look under the kitchen counter. She saw nothing but a triangle of scrap baseboard and a pencil. And no dishwasher. She shook her head and slipped her vest back on to ward off the chill setting in as the sun sank over the water, then sat back down and picked up the blueprints to see if she was missing something. How in the world do people actually live in these?
A sudden loud crash just outside the door startled her enough to jump. As she spun around on the stool toward the door, she took the paperwork with her, and it scattered across the floor. She hesitated, trying to remember if she’d locked the door behind her when she’d arrived, then got up and walked slowly to the window, peering into the darkness. She didn’t see anything, just the white flash of ocean foam floating to shore on the crest of the waves, but Devri still had big-city instincts, and everything was suddenly a little too silent.
She took a last look around the cottage and picked up the blueprints, folding them carefully and dropping the folder back into her bag with the survey. It felt surreal to be standing in a little Irish cottage, entertaining the ridiculous thought of actually bidding on a row of them. The starting bid was oddly low, although she understood better why that was now that she’d looked around. At first glance, though, the work required could be easily done with the right tradespeople, and whatever they couldn’t do, surely she’d be able to hire an expert to handle.
Devri tried to lock the door from the outside with the awkward brass keys, but she finally gave up and just turned the lock from the inside. She walked down the row and out onto the road, the chilled darkness folding itself around her. The cottages were primitive, but they had a stillness that she loved. Walking into any property in New York was a completely different experience. With very little room between homes and apartments, there was always a symphony of background noise: the whirr of the central heat and air units; the ambient noise of elevators, entertainment systems, and neighbors; even the ever-present din of traffic and taxi horns. New York was never silent, which she’d never noticed until she’d stepped into a tiny Irish cottage, where the stillness was louder than the rhythmic sea on the other side of the window.
Maybe that’s why she loved them, maybe it was something else, but to Devri, the cottages were a done deal. She just had to get smaller keys.



 
C HAPTER SIX
The walk into town didn’t take long, and Devri shook the rain from her hair as she stopped in front of the Pig and Whistle, which turned out to be hidden in a cobblestone alley behind the street it was supposed to be on. It was painted a shiny red, with hanging baskets of blush moss roses, brass window framing, and a charming, rounded door with one of those Gothic windows behind an iron cage. A sudden gust of wind blew the pink rose petals from the flower baskets across her boots as she pushed open the door.
Gold light and laughter filled the narrow main room, with a mahogany bar to her right and a handful of rumpled musicians in an alcove, pint glasses on a table in front of them, playing traditional Irish music. Anxiety had twisted itself into her chest on the walk back from the cottages, wrapping around it like rope, and by the time she’d found the pub it was hard to draw a breath. But the second she walked in, the ropes loosened somehow. The warmth of the room sank into her bones, and she laughed when Aoife ran up and hugged her, dragging her by the hand back to the group of tables taken over by what seemed like half the town. Aoife put two fingers to her mouth and whistled. Shockingly, the wineglasses didn’t shatter.
“Everyone, this is Devri Cahn, from New York, who, as you know, just signed my brand for Bergdorf’s in Manhattan, and this lot here is my family.” Her eyes sparkled as she winked at Devri over her shoulder. “And if any one of you embarrasses me this evening or spills a drink on my new boss, I will personally drag you out of the pub and bury ye underneath it.” She paused for a breath and flashed a wide smile. “That is all.” Everyone laughed, and Aoife introduced her mother, Margaret, who popped the cork on the first champagne bottle, prompting a rowdy cheer from the group.
Aoife slid into the quilted leather banquette on one side of the table and patted the seat beside her. “I’ll introduce you to the rest of my family, but chances are you’ll want to pretend you don’t know them after tonight.” She turned to the teenage boy beside her. “This lad here is my youngest brother, William.” William gave Devri an appreciative once-over, and Aoife rolled her eyes. “Budge over, ye cretin.” She jokingly shoved him farther down the banquette and handed Devri the first glass of fizz her mother passed in their direction. Once everyone had one, her mom and dad stood at the end of the table and raised their glasses, his arm around her waist. Her dad, a tall African man with a dazzling smile and kind eyes, was the one to give the toast.
“I won’t say much here, pet. You already know how we feel about ya. I love you just like yer my own daughter.” Everyone erupted in laughter, including Aoife’s mom, who rolled her eyes. “Jaysus, that’s some wishful thinking on his part.” She winked at Aoife, and when she spoke again, her voice was soft and full of love. “Aoife, I could talk all night and still never be able to tell you how proud we are of you.” Her voice caught, and her husband smiled, pulling her into him. He whispered into her ear, and she nodded. He took over for her. “Every single one of you is the love of our lives, but Aoife, you’ve made us prouder than we ever knew it was possible to be.” Emotion shimmered in his eyes as they both raised their glasses higher. “So, lift your glasses for our Aoife.” He smiled, pride welling up in his voice as he looked at her. “Who, I think we can all agree, is the very best of us.”
Devri looked around as everyone echoed his words, then drank to Aoife, teasing banter flying thick and fast around the table. Aoife’s cheeks were flushed, and she downed her glass of champagne in one go, dramatically holding it out for more, which one of her brothers was happy to provide, grabbing the bottle their dad passed down the table and filling it to overflowing.
“Right, just quickly…” Aoife paused to laugh as one of her younger brothers painstakingly smoothed down his sparse mustache hairs after taking a sip from his glass. “I’ll continue telling you who this lot is so that when they embarrass themselves later, you can let me know who to murder.” Devri laughed, noticing for the first time that the banquette row and the chairs across the tables were filled with only boys. “Somehow, Satan saw to it I got stuck with nine brothers. The first two here are twins, Archie and Aiden, and I’d tell you about them, but we haven’t decided we’re keeping them yet. The next one is Michael. Thank God he’s off to college this fall, if only he can keep from getting arrested this summer.” She leaned forward and whispered. “Next to him is Eamon, who just recently came out, and the one next to him is Jack, who has just managed to grow that ridiculous mustache.”
Devri tried not to laugh, but it was impossible because Jack chose that moment to make sure his tiny mustache was still attached as he eyed up a girl at the bar.
“The other set of twins, Kieran and Cillian, are on the other side.” Both heard their names and waved, flashing the same gorgeous smile in Devri’s direction. “They’re the oldest, married, and already have seven wee ones between them. Both are solicitors in Dublin.”
“Oh, God, I can’t imagine. Your mom must be in heaven with all the grandkids.”
“Right you are. I try to remind her that legally, she must give them back, and it’s not always been successful.” Aoife looked down the table. “And the others have disappeared somewhere, probably on the pull already.” She sat back in her seat, smiling, and took a long sip of champagne. “I’d love to complain about them some more, but the truth is that we all get on. They’re excellent craic.”
“Wait. You might have to explain—”
“Oh, craic!” Aoife laughed, tearing into a bag of crisps her dad handed down to her and passing them to Devri. “That’s the most important Irish word to know, hands down. It’s how we describe a good time. The Irish need for the craic is in our DNA.” Aoife paused, champagne flute dangling from her fingers, and looked toward the door. Devri followed her gaze.
A masculine woman with broad shoulders and an angular profile was edging through the crowd, raindrops sparkling on the shoulders of her waxed jacket. A sharply pressed button-up was tucked into the faded jeans that sat low on her hips, and she took off her gray fedora as she shouldered her way to the bar.
Aoife elbowed Devri and nodded in her direction. “That’s—”
“Well, well, well.” A paunchy man at the next table over from theirs turned to face the woman who’d just walked in. “Take a look at what Dublin spat back out.” The cheap plastic buttons on his shirt strained across his belly, and the overhead lights glinted off the oily bald patch at the top of his head. His eyes were locked on her as he leaned back in his chair, thighs spread, and dropped his arm around the shoulders of the woman beside him. “Not that I’m surprised, mind. How’re ya keepin’ there, Shiv?”
“I’m grand, Liam.” The woman stopped instantly, turning slowly to face him. “Thanks for asking.” She started again for the bar, but he grabbed the sleeve of her jacket. She stopped and looked pointedly at his hand on her arm until he dropped it.
He seemed to realize he had the floor and paused for effect. “Did you manage to find a dick in those pants yet, love?” The man’s words turned brittle, and the pub seemed to instantly settle into an expectant hush. “Rumor is, it’s what ya’ve always wanted.”
The woman he’d called Shiv turned to face him slowly, the muscles in her jaw tense. She clenched one hand at her side, then flexed it, her gaze locked on Liam. It was a long moment before she spoke.
“Lucky for your girlfriend, Liam, I’ve got several. Whatever she needs.” She softened her voice and shifted her gaze to the pretty blonde beside him. She paused, her gaze sinking slowly down the woman’s body before she smiled. “Lovely to see you again, Rose. You look even more beautiful than last time.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Devri saw Kieran and Cillian finally take notice and turn in their chairs to face the drama. The man’s neck was covered in sudden splotches of red, and he glared at his girlfriend before returning his attention to Shiv.
“Keep her name out of yer fucking mouth, ye useless little freak.” His girlfriend tried to grab his arm, but he jumped to his feet, hate flying from his mouth as he spat the words in Shiv’s direction. “You don’t deserve to even look at her.”
The pub was silent around them, and Shiv held his gaze. She didn’t move. She didn’t answer him, either.
“Why don’t you fuck off back to whatever rock you crawled out from under in Dublin? I swear to God if ya so much as touch her—”
He picked up his beer and tossed it at Shiv, soaking her shirt and scattering the people sitting at the tables around them. Aoife’s brothers jumped up in unison and twisted one arm behind the man’s back, pushing him toward the door. It was only a few seconds before the pub started buzzing with conversation again, and the barmaid tossed Shiv a dry towel. She motioned her over to the bar, then set what looked like a shot of whiskey in front of her. Devri watched as Shiv downed it and clinked the glass back onto the bar in the span of three seconds.
“What,” Devri slowly let out her breath and looked over at Aoife, “the holy hell
was that?”
Aoife laughed, then nodded in Shiv’s direction. “That’s Firnagh’s resident bad boi, Shiv Byrne, although now they call her ‘the Devil of Dublin.’” Shiv seemed to hear her name and turned slowly back in their direction as she picked her glass up again. She winked at Aoife and downed it before she turned back around.
“She’s been in the city for the last ten years, but that reputation never died. Mostly because word trickles down from Dublin, and I can tell you she’s earned every bit of it.” She smiled, shaking her head. “She’s trouble. She even had me wondering if I was gay for a while.”
“No luck, huh?”
“None whatsoever.” Aoife threw her head back and laughed. “Saints preserve us, I’m stuck with the fellas. Despite my best efforts.”
Devri sipped the last of her champagne as she watched Shiv run a hand through the dark layers of her hair before she rested her hand on the back of her neck. She handed the fedora to the girl behind the bar, who hung it on a hook by the register.
“Devri, it’s so lovely to meet you.” Devri snapped out of it and smiled at Aoife’s mother, who was sliding into the chair across from them, pushing back a handful of russet curls that sprang defiantly back around her face. “I’m Margaret Mallory, mum to this gorgeous girl here. Did you find the papers I left for you in the cottage?”
“I did. Thank you so much.” Devri pulled them out of her bag and handed them back. “It was kind of you to take the time to drop them by, and they were beyond helpful. I would’ve been lost otherwise.”
Aoife excused herself to go to the “jacks,” whatever that was, and Margaret grabbed a bottle from the center of the table to refill Devri’s glass. “It’s us that should be thanking you.” She filled both their glasses to the rim and settled back in her chair. “Aoife tries to play it cool, but this was a career-making break, and she’s over the moon about it. We all are.”
Devri smiled. “She and I clicked right away, but I’d been following her work for a while from New York, and I knew I wanted her fall line at Bergdorf’s the first time I saw it.” Devri smiled and picked up her glass. “Honestly, we were lucky to be able to scoop her before someone else did.”
Margaret beamed and clinked her glass to Devri’s before she sat back in her chair. “So, what did you think of the cottages? They’ll need updating to be able to resell, but that will be easy enough. I included the list in the papers I dropped off, but that view is priceless.”
“They’re beautiful, and I was surprised how homey they are and how much potential they have. But I have no idea what I’m even thinking, buying property here when I live in New York.” Devri paused, taking advantage of the surprisingly comfortable silence. “There’s just something about them. Or maybe it’s just Ireland.” She looked around the pub full of laughing customers and clinking glasses. “Something I’ve been looking for a while for, maybe.”
Margaret nodded. “You’ll need to get your financing details to the auctioneers in the morning, of course, but one day should be enough to sort it—”
“I’ll be a cash buyer, actually.”
“Well, in that case, get yerself to the café in the morning and have a proper Irish fry-up instead.” Margaret laughed, clinking her glass to Devri’s. “I’ll be there tomorrow if you have any questions, but I expect it to be quick and straightforward. The family wants rid, and the sooner the better. Moving to Spain, apparently.”
Cillian and Kieran returned from outside, their cheeks still ruddy from the cold, and reclaimed their seats as their mom and dad returned to the other end of the table.
“Did ya send him on his way?” Denny glanced toward the door as he got up from the table. “Or does he still need telling?”
“We poured him into a taxi and told him to stay out of Shiv’s way.” Cillian turned to look toward the bar. “I wonder what she’s doing back from Dublin. The last thing I knew, she was doing really well up there.”
Aoife leaned into Devri and lowered her voice. “Our Cillian and Shiv’s sister Nieve had an intense thing going for years, although I wouldn’t call it dating exactly.” She shot her brother an angelic smile. “But he’d be mucking out the barns on the Byrne farm as we speak if she hadn’t dropped him on his ass finally.”
Cillian shrugged. “She was right to kick me to the curb. I was all soppy and in love and wanted to have a dozen of her kids, and she’s—”
“Not?” Aoife tossed a crisp in his direction. “Our Cillian is a true romantic. Nieve and Shiv, not so much.”
“Speaking of which, is now a good time to talk about Aoife’s brief obsession with Shiv?” Cillian ripped open a new bag of crisps and sat back in his chair. “Years ago. Lasted ’bout five minutes as I remember, and then our Aoife met the same fate I did.” Cillian made a low whistle like a bomb dropping, and everyone broke out in laughter.
“True story.” Aoife downed her champagne and looked longingly at Shiv. “She’s sexy as hell. I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to fuck her or steal her wardrobe.” She laughed. “Turns out, I was offered neither.”

“Are you sure you’re okay to walk back to the hotel?” Aoife’s cheeks were flushed, and her words ran together in a rush that sounded like happiness as she hugged Devri outside the pub at closing time. “I can get one of the twins to walk you there and then come back for me. What if there’s a lurker in one of the alleys?”
“Don’t be silly. It’s not even three blocks.” Devri smiled as Aoife melted into the backseat of a taxi. “This looks like the last cab, so you take it.” She shut the door and leaned into the window. “Besides, I’m from Manhattan. If any thugs are lurking around, they should be scared of me.”
“Fair play, I completely agree.” Aoife’s laugh lingered over the wet cobblestones as her taxi disappeared down the alley, and Devri waited until she saw it turn the corner before she ducked back into the pub. She collected her bag from the booth and buttoned the coat she’d been carrying over her vest. It was starting to rain outside, but it wasn’t real rain. It was different, lighter, like mist too heavy to suspend itself in the air, so it fell silently, as soft as thought.
Devri waved good-bye to the bar staff and stepped outside, turning up her collar as she clicked the navigation app on her phone to double-check the directions.
“You were with Aoife Mallory tonight, right?”
Devri turned to see Shiv leaning against the wall, one hand in her pocket, the other holding a lit cigar. Correctly.
Devri nodded, then dropped her phone into her pocket. “We have something in common. Apparently, so were you at one time.”
“I should be so lucky.” Shiv laughed, carefully extinguishing her cigar and slipping it into a metal tube. “It wasn’t in the stars, I guess.”
She was wearing the charcoal fedora and somehow looked like she hadn’t had a pint of beer chucked over her a few hours before. Her dark eyes glittered with flashes of green and gold streetlight, and she moved like someone out of an old Hollywood movie when tailors fitted suits, and everyone wanted to light your cigarette.
Shiv stood, straightening her coat before she dropped the cigar tube into one of the pockets. “I’m afraid the taxis are done for the night, by the looks of things. But I can try to call you one.”
Devri turned and ran a hand through her hair. She was suddenly starving, a little overwhelmed by the thought of the auction the next day, and not entirely sure what direction her hotel was in.
“No, thanks.” The rain started coming down a bit harder, and Devri wished for the twentieth time that she’d brought a hat. “But I might die right here on the sidewalk if I don’t find some food. Does Firnagh have any burger places that stay open late?”
Shiv looked as if she was trying to keep a straight face and finally managed a neutral smile. “There’s a decent chippy right down the street, the only one open this late on the Lord’s Day, so I’d try to catch that one if I was you.”
Devri straightened her shoulders and looked out into the glittering rain. For some stupid reason, she felt like crying, and tears were starting to burn the back of her eyelids. She shoved her hands into her pockets and tried to push down the lump in her throat.
“Hey.” Shiv’s voice was softer when she spoke again, as if she’d sanded off the burnt edges that made it sound smoky and a little dangerous. “Are ye all right?”
Devri nodded, not quite able to look up, but she sensed that Shiv had taken a step toward her, which, oddly, didn’t put her on edge. She turned away and swiped at a tear with her fingertips. “I’m fine. I promise. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” She looked up, prompting another tear to roll down her cheek. “I’m just tired, I guess.”
“It probably doesn’t help that you’re getting drenched.” Shiv took off her fedora and placed it carefully on Devri’s head, then pointed down the alley. “If we go to the end of this and take a left, the chippy is right there. I’ll walk with you if you’d like.”
Devri hesitated. This wasn’t anything she’d do in Manhattan, just agree to a midnight walk with a stranger, but Shiv was right about the taxis, and the rain was continuing in earnest now. She nodded, and they turned down the alley as the pub clicked off the lights inside.
Shiv flashed her a smile. “So, you know my name, but I don’t know yours. I feel a little at a disadvantage, which is unusual.”
Devri resisted the urge to roll her eyes. At least Shiv’s ego was enough to get her mind off her stupid tears.
“Devri.” She glanced over at Shiv, who ran a hand through her hair and looked back at her as they passed under a streetlight. “So, why did you laugh before? When I said ‘Firnagh’? Was it that bad?”
“Certainly not. It was probably just your accent.” Shiv smiled, nodding slightly toward the left as they came to the end of the alley. “But it’s pronounced ‘Fear-nah.’” A small restaurant appeared as they turned the corner, and Shiv held open the door as the brass bell clanged against the glass panel. “Or whatever that sounds like with that crazy American accent.”
The place was almost closed, and an older gentleman with a white paper hat and a wide smile spoke to Shiv while Devri shook the rain off her coat. They seemed to know each other and spent a minute catching up before Shiv took out some cash, which he waved away. The conversation had been thick and fast, and Devri had missed most of it, including her order. She did catch that he told her to sit, and he’d bring it over to them.
“So, what did you sign me up for?” Devri pushed the fedora across the table as Shiv slid into the booth opposite her. “Should I be scared?”
“Probably.” She shrugged out of her jacket and laid it beside her. “They were out of burgers and fish at this point, but he said he’d do us some taco chips.” She smiled. “You’re not one of those California vegans, are you?”
“God, no, although I’m a bit afraid of what the hell taco chips are.”
Shiv closed her eyes in bliss. “Ah, they’re grand. If I could get someone to deliver them to me in bed when I’m sufferin’ with a hangover, my life would be complete, but it hasn’t happened yet.”
It was only another minute before the older gentleman delivered a large paper boat of chunky fries smothered in rich, spicy taco meat, topped with a decadent cheese sauce, tomatoes, freshly sliced scallions, and a cool dollop of sour cream. He returned with two bottles of Coke and a couple of forks, along with a smile for Devri. And then he was gone.
“Thanks for this.” Devri speared a fry enveloped in creamy cheese sauce and bright, crisp scallions. “I haven’t eaten since this morning, and I guess it caught up to me.”
“So, what are you doing in Ireland?” Shiv smiled, then took a swig of her Coke. “And how do you know Aoife? In that order, please.”
“I’m just over here on business. Aoife and I were working on a little project together.”
Shiv nodded, pulling the paper boat a bit closer with her fork. “And what do you do that you’re jetting over to Ireland on the weekend?”
“Just retail.” She reminded herself to slow down and not try to fit the entire boat of fries on her fork at one time, but then remembered she could do what she liked. Shiv didn’t know her and wouldn’t. “And what is it that you do that you own a Borsalino fedora?”
Shiv smiled, seeming to forget the fries on the fork that had been halfway to her mouth. “How in the world did you know that?”
Devri smiled. “I’m the kind of girl that appreciates quality Italian felt when I see it. Let’s just say that.”
“Interesting.” Shiv finished her Coke and pushed the bottle to the side. “How long are you in Firnagh?”
“Until I learn to pronounce it, apparently. So that could be a while.” Devri smiled, swiping a fry through the sour cream. “I guess it depends on what I decide tomorrow. I’m kind of at…a crossroads, I guess.”
“I can see that.” Shiv pulled a paper napkin out of the chrome dispenser on the table. “You’re wound too tight to draw a breath.”
“Damn. Don’t hold back.” Shiv traced the rim of her Coke bottle with a fingertip. “But that’s actually true, so I’ll let that one slide.”
“So, what is it?” Shiv’s voice was gentler than her words. She was also listening in a way that made Devri think she actually wanted to hear the answer. “What has you so tense?”
The food was starting to warm her from the inside out, and she stuck her fork into the fries and left it there. Devri had an odd feeling suddenly, as if she were somewhere else. Standing at the precipice of a canyon and staring over the edge, rocks and shale giving way under the toes of her boots and clacking against the rock face as they sank into the ragged canyon. Dry heat and dust rose into her nose, and slick, black buzzards circled overhead. She listened as the watch on her wrist ticked into the silence.
Everything about leaving New York, being in Ireland, even buying the cottages, it was all getting on top of her, but she was still unwilling to stand down and slink back to the old, safe existence that was literally sucking the life out of her. But building a new life took courage, and she had yet to find out what that felt like. So far, her entire existence had been laid out in front of her, and her only option was to connect the dots.
“I guess it’s time to make a choice, even though I don’t know what the options are.” She sighed, leaning back in the booth. “I forgot how hard it is to jump into the unknown.”
“Which is why most people wallow in mediocrity their entire lives.” Shiv leaned forward and held her gaze, the air so quiet that Devri heard her breath across the table. Her gaze was soft, intense. “But everything you want is on the other side of that fear.”
The truth of that remark pressed the air from her lungs. She let the words sink into her memory and nodded at the older man rolling a beat-up mop bucket out from behind the counter.
Shiv looked over her shoulder and smiled, pushing her hat back across the table. “Harold might be ready to close for the night. You ready?”
Devri nodded and pulled her coat on again. Shiv gestured for her to go first, and Devri saw her discreetly drop a ten-euro note on the table as she followed. They said good night to Harold and stepped out into the surprisingly chilled air.
“Your hotel is on the way back to my truck. I don’t mind walking with you if you’ve figured out I’m not going to kill you.”
“Well, it only makes sense you would have done it before those heavenly taco chips so that you wouldn’t have to share, so I guess that means I’m safe.” Devri was impressed, against her will, when Shiv guided her gently to the inside of the sidewalk so she could walk on the streetside. “But how do you know where I’m staying?”
“Well, I’d imagine you’d be at the Connell Arms, given your penchant for buttery Italian felt.”
Devri didn’t answer, just pulled her coat tighter around her and breathed in the cold, clear air. Everything was heavily silent, so still she could hear the waves breaking at the edge of town as they neared the hotel. Shiv stopped on the steps and gently took the hat off Devri’s head and put it back on her own. The rain had stopped now, and even the sky had parted, the clouds like stage curtains on either side of a wide swath of sparkling platinum stars.
“Thank you.” Devri pulled her hotel key out of the pocket of her jacket and looked up at Shiv. “For walking me home. I’ll remember what you said.”
Shiv leaned forward, holding her gaze, and Devri closed her eyes the second before she felt the warmth of her breath on the slope of her neck. Then Shiv stepped back, holding Devri’s wallet between them.
“It nearly fell out when you took out your key.” Shiv’s voice was husky, more of a scrape than a whisper. “I didn’t want you to lose it on the way to the room.”
She turned and walked down the sidewalk toward the edge of town. Shiv looked back just once to tip her hat at Devri, then disappeared into the darkness.



 
C HAPTER SEVEN
Devri spent most of the next day in her hotel room, primarily on the phone with her father’s lawyer, Jeffrey Goldman. He went through the process of certifying her as a cash buyer and sent that paperwork to the auction company, then ran through everything that might be different with a European property auction.
She’d woken up at dawn with the memory of Shiv so close to her she could still feel the warmth of her skin, then remembered she was being ridiculous and pushed it out of her mind. She reached for her laptop and flipped through her bank and investment accounts, particularly the one that held the profits from the Brooklyn townhouse she’d flipped. Devri had bought it at a foreclosure auction for a steal, and even after she’d hired the laborers and craftspeople to renovate it, she had walked away with a profit of well over three hundred thousand. She could have saved quite a bit by doing the work herself, but even if she’d wanted to buy the tools and learn how to use them, she had a full-time job she needed to get to. It was just easier to hire union labor, and Devri knew that if she held on to the place until the inevitable upswing in the market she saw coming after COVID, she’d make more than enough to walk away with a major profit margin. She was right.
She was willing to spend up to that amount on the cottages, which worked about to around 300,000 euros, although she was hoping to get them for less and finance the improvements with the remaining money. But she’d need to move quickly. Goldman mentioned that she had up to three months to stay in Ireland before she ran into a problem with immigration and needed an extended visa. Any longer than that, and she’d have to leave the country to apply for a visa to return, and there was no guarantee she’d get one, whether or not she owned property in the country.
“So, whatever I need to do to the cottages to get them ready for sale needs to be done in three months?”
Devri stared at the speaker screen on her phone as Goldman answered. She heard him shuffling papers on his desk and reminded herself to unclench her shoulders.
“Technically, yes. I can apply for a longer visa for you, but remember, you’ll need to leave the country while it’s in process, so that’s not ideal. You wouldn’t be there to make sure it was getting done right, or getting done at all for that matter.”
He paused, and Devri shook four Advil into her palm and glanced at the clock on the wall. She had less than an hour until the auction started. Jeffery cleared his throat, started to say something, then hesitated.
“Ms. Cahn, can I be frank?”
“Please.” Devri closed her eyes. “Excuse my turn of phrase, but this is no time for bullshit.”
Goldman chuckled on the other end of the line. “God, you remind me of your father in the best ways.” He paused. “So, I see why you want to jump at this property. I did a little research on the market, and this kind of offering is rare and, frankly, a gold mine if handled correctly.”
“Great.” Devri let out a long breath. “Say more things like that.”
Goldman laughed, a deep, resonant rumble that seemed to move through the phone and fill the room. “My advice is to get in there, handle the cosmetic changes you want to make, then flip it by private sale to an investor and get the hell out with a giant bag of money. An estate agent there can handle the sale remotely after you return, as long as the work is done, so use these three months wisely. If you decide to take the plunge, that is.”
“So, get in, get out, and collect.”
“Exactly.” Devri heard another phone ring in the background. “If something, anything, doesn’t go to plan, it could be a money pit. Even if you do everything right. So there’s a huge potential return on your investment, but it could go the other way as well.”
“So, you’re saying it’s a risk.” Devri glanced at the clock again. “No matter what.”
“No matter what.”
“I hope this isn’t overstepping.” Devri paused. “But knowing what you know, what would you tell me, if I were your daughter?”
“It’s not overstepping at all. Your father and I have been friends since before you were born, so I’m flattered you asked.” He cleared his throat, then answered without hesitation. “I would tell you to go for it. It’s a sound investment. But something tells me this might be about more than the money.”
“It is.” Devri held out her hand in front of her, willing away the slight tremor she’d had for the last year. “I just wish I knew what that was.”
“Knowing everything in advance is overrated. Just follow your instincts. If that brownstone your dad told me about is any indication, they’re excellent.”
“Thanks, and I appreciate your time with this. I know how busy you are.” Devri straightened her shoulders and slid a sleek bracelet onto her wrist. “You have my email address, so just send me an invoice for today when you have a moment.”
“Your father has already promised me dinner at Le Bernardin and his box seats at Les Mis this weekend.” Devri listened to the ice cubes clink against the sides of his glass and made an educated guess it was the same whiskey her father drank. “It’s more than taken care of.”
Devri smiled, then said her good-byes and clicked off the phone, looking around the room. If she won the auction, she’d be trading in the plush hotel for a mostly empty cottage, but she had seen a simple bed in both the bedroom of the one she’d been in as well as the loft. She’d just need to get a few things to make it homier, but now was certainly not the time to worry about that. She needed a strategy for the auction, but her experience was limited at best.
Her phone pinged just as she was about to drop it in her bag. Aoife.
Good luck with the auction. Either way, pints on me after in the pub.
Devri smiled, her fingers flying over the keyboard. Fingers crossed. See you then.

The auction was at the Village Hall, whatever that was, and when Devri stepped out of her taxi, Margaret was waiting for her on the steps of the building, talking with a friend and holding a mug of tea as if she was on her front porch. She caught sight of Devri out of the corner of her eye and excused herself, stepping down to meet her as she walked up.
“Grand sausage rolls laid out in there, if you’re hungry, as well as some strong builder’s tea I’d avoid if you’re not looking to grow hair on your chest.” She looked behind her through the doors and handed Devri the auction paddle with the number she’d been assigned when she’d registered online, 339. “How are you feeling about this today?”
“Ready.” Devri flashed her a smile, smoothing down the placket of her denim shirt. If there were rules on what to wear while taking a huge-ass leap of faith, she’d never seen them, so she’d settled on black jeans and a Guess denim shirt. “Or at least I hope I am. Any last-minute advice?”
“You read through the paperwork in the packet I left for you, correct?”
“I think I got through it all.”
“Excellent.” She guided Devri up the steps and into the entrance area of the hall. “There aren’t as many faces from the Dublin market as I expected, so that works in your favor, but if I had one piece of advice to give, it would be to hold off. Until the price rises and the bidders start to thin.”
Devri heard the auctioneer inside announce the start of the bidding and dropped her voice. “Don’t show myself as a serious bidder too early?”
“Right. No one knows you here, so they won’t see you coming if you bide your time.”
“Done.”
The double doors opened, and Margaret went to sit with the sellers in the front of the hall, while Devri found a spot to stand along the wall. The bidding opened at the advertised starting bid, 75,000 euros, and went up quickly from there; within the first five minutes, the price was up to €177,000. Devri resisted the urge to look around at who was bidding and kept her eyes on the auctioneer. The pace of the bids started to slow at €189,000, and he accepted a bid at one point for €198,000 that no one jumped to raise. Devri’s heart started to race, and she consciously slowed her breathing. She’d set a hard limit for herself at three hundred thousand, so the fact that the bids were thinning well under that boded well.
“The bid is 198,000 euros going once.” The auctioneer paused, scanning the crowd for a raised paddle. He paused, then continued. “Going twice.” He waited, then raised his hammer. Devri raised her paddle, and every head in the room swung in her direction. A gentleman in a black suit jacket in the front raised his bid, as well as two others in the crowd. The price edged up slowly until it was just under two hundred thirty thousand. Devri raised her paddle again and held her breath.
The auctioneer scanned the crowd. “The current price is 227,000 euros. Do I have another bid?” Devri waited, her heart jumping when he raised his hammer. “That’s 227,000 euros going once…”
A flash of white told her a paddle had been raised by someone standing along the back wall. She quickly lifted hers and turned to look.
Shiv Byrne.

“What the hell is she doing here?”
Devri realized she’d spoken out loud and snapped her face back to a neutral expression, but her gaze lingered for a beat longer than she’d intended it to when she looked back at Shiv. She was standing along the back wall, in faded jeans, a white tee, and a fitted black blazer. She met Devri’s gaze with a subtle wink, her auction paddle coming down to rest on her thigh as she returned her attention to the front.
“Do I hear 250,000 from our bidder in the back?” The auctioneer looked at Shiv, who raised her paddle. Devri glanced at Margaret in the front row with her clearly delighted sellers. Margaret looked as shocked as she felt and responded silently with a discreet shrug.
“Two hundred seventy thousand euro.” Devri kept her voice strong and even as she raised her paddle. She was very aware that every head was turned in her direction, and whispers were beginning to grow in intensity. She glanced back at Shiv.
The auctioneer picked up his hammer. “Do I hear 290,000?”
Shiv raised her paddle, her eyes locked on Devri. It was so silent Devri could hear her own breath as she played her last card.
“Three hundred thousand.”
The air was heavy and expectant. The auctioneer’s hammer came down twice, slicing into the silence before Shiv put in a bid of €325,000.
The auctioneer waited, looking at Devri before he brought his hammer down the first time, then the second. Everyone stared at her, appearing to be holding one collective breath. The auctioneer waited for Devri to acknowledge him and shake her head slightly before he brought his hammer down the third and final time.
“Sold to the young gentlemen in the back for 325,000 euros. Congratulations, sir.”
He picked up a pile of papers on the auction podium and shuffled them, moving on to the next parcel of land for sale. Shiv made eye contact with Devri a final time, then slipped out the back door of the hall.
Devri waited until she was sure she was gone, then stepped out the side door, her eyes heavy with tears as the doors shut behind her.

Devri walked back to town, leaning into the cold wind and searching for reasons that she really hadn’t wanted the properties, reasons to be glad some smooth-as-shit Irish butch had swooped in and blatantly stolen it out from under her. But there wasn’t one. Although suddenly she could think of a thousand reasons she didn’t want to book a flight back to Manhattan. The light was fading fast as she picked up a stone and threw it as hard as she could at a scarlet enamel street sign bolted to the side of a brick building. She missed but stood and watched the stone skitter down the cobblestones and drop into a drain.
For once, it wasn’t raining, but the clear evening skies meant that she’d seen the ridge in the distance and the whitewashed row of cottages standing over the sea as she walked back to town. Disappointment settled like a tomb-sealing stone over her chest and refused to budge.
She straightened her shoulders as she spotted the pub down the alley, reminding herself that it just wasn’t meant to be.
That it was no big deal. Except it was.
God. Devri unbuttoned her jacket as she opened the door and shouldered through the pub crowd. I’ve only been here for five minutes. Why does this feel so huge?
The pub was packed with people, the rich scent of home-cooked food and freshly drawn pints. Laughter floated above that, and a few hands rose above it all, carrying sloshing pints and fistfuls of shots on the way back from the bar. She headed to the rear of the pub, and it wasn’t long before she saw Aoife, laughing with her mother in a corner booth. Both had large glasses of white wine, and the lamplight made it sparkle from a distance like pale, molten gold.
Aoife saw her first. “So, how did it go?”
“FYI,” Margaret took her coat as Devri scooted into the aged leather booth beside Aoife, “I didn’t tell her about the auction. I thought you might want to spin the tale from your perspective.”
“No story to tell, really, just that Shiv walked into the auction at the last second and blatantly stole the cottages out from underneath me.”
“Give over!” Aoife gripped the table and turned toward Devri in clear disbelief. “She never!”
“She certainly did.” Margaret took a sip of her wine and pushed the glass toward Devri. “Sailed in there like the dark horse that she is and pushed the bid up by about a hundred thousand euros before she scooped it, too.”
“A ringer?” Aoife shook her head. “I mean, I knew she got her license to be an estate agent a few years ago and got into property, but last I heard she was still buying and selling cars.”
“Well, the term ‘buying’ is generous, but I’m friendly with Nieve, and the last I heard, she’d moved on and was making a name for herself in the Dublin real-estate market.” Margaret put her hand over Devri’s and squeezed. “I had no idea she was here for the auction, or I would have given you a heads-up.”
Devri smiled, touched by the gesture. “I don’t doubt that. I saw your face when we both realized she was the one bidding.” She paused, running a hand through her hair and tucking a stray wave behind her ear. “She shocked the pants off both of us.”
Margaret threw her head back and laughed. “Well, that couldn’t be more accurate.” She grabbed her wallet off the table. “Pardon me, girls. I’ll be right back.”
Aoife shook her head, scanning the pub for what Devri could only assume was Shiv. “What an absolute wanker.” She sank back down in the booth. “You just wait till I see her.”
Devri shook her head, closing her eyes briefly in an attempt to stave off a headache looming behind them. “The really infuriating part is that she actually didn’t do anything wrong. She played it smart. She laid low and didn’t start bidding till the end, but still, if it weren’t for her, I’d be sitting here with a ridiculously expensive set of enormous brass keys.”
Aoife laughed as Margaret returned with a bottle of chardonnay and a glass for Devri.
“You didn’t have to do that.” Devri picked up the glass Margaret poured and took a few sips before she set it back on the table. “But I love you for it.”
“Nonsense. I—”
All three heads snapped up in the same second when they realized someone had stopped at their table. An awkward silence settled between them, and no one touched it.
“I know yer not here to gloat, though it wouldn’t surprise me.” Margaret slid her wallet to the end of the table and glared at Shiv. “You’re in flyin’ form today, aren’t ya?”
“Ladies, I come in peace.” Shiv offered her hand to Devri, who hesitated only a second before she shook it. “Devri, you put in quite a fight.” She smiled, her eyes warm and holding Devri’s gaze as if no one else was in the pub. “Nicely done.”
Aoife arched an eyebrow at Margaret, and they both turned to Devri. “Catch us up, if you don’t mind. You two know each other?”
Shiv smiled, her eyes still on Devri. “You could say that, although briefly.”
“I met Shiv coming out of the pub last night, and she walked me to my hotel.”
Aoife and Margaret looked at each other for a beat before they laughed.
“You don’t hang about, do ya, lad?” Margaret shot her a genuine smile. “Now piss off before one of us gets farther into this bottle and tells you what we really think.”
Shiv laughed, then turned to Devri. “I think we can agree that in this case, the better woman—”
Devri gripped the table with both hands and met her gaze. “I swear to God. If you say—”
“Lost.” Shiv softened her expression and smiled. “Clearly, the better woman lost this one. But thank you for the unexpected match. I hope we meet again someday.”
Someone near the bar gestured to Shiv, and she left, her fingertips lingering at the edge of the table as she walked away.
“Mary, Joseph, and the wee donkey.” Margaret shook her head and watched her leave. “She’s smooth.”
“Right? There’s something magnetic about that one, and I’ve never been able to put my finger on it.” Aoife laughed and clinked her glass to Devri’s. “I’ve been trying to explain that quality to Mum for ages, but I think Shiv just did that herself.”
Devri watched as Shiv bought a round of shots for everyone at the bar, and a cheer went up that rivaled World Cup chaos. Or at least that’s how it sounded to Devri. She still felt raw, more raw than was reasonable. It’s just real estate, for fuck’s sake. She watched as Shiv downed the first shot and turned back to the table as Margaret got a call. She shifted slightly and took the call while Aoife refilled Devri’s glass.
“So, I’m headed back to Dublin tomorrow if you’re ready to blow this pop stand of a town.” Aoife settled the bottle back on the table. “I’ve got a deadline looming, and a video call the next day with the production specialist you put me in touch with.” She laughed, her eyes sparkling. “Although I’d be up for a repeat road trip with you anytime.”
“I’ll be taking you up on that, and that reminds me, I need to get a return ticket booked. Although I’ve loved being here, truly.” Devri felt the same weight on her chest and tried to breathe through it. “But I guess Manhattan is calling.”
Someone stopped to hug Aoife and congratulate her on her success, and Devri was grateful for the time to calm the feelings that were, admittedly, wildly out of proportion to the situation. She picked up her wineglass and traced a drop of condensation down the side with her fingertip. It wasn’t the cottages, really. No. That wasn’t true. It was the cottages. She’d fallen in love the first time she’d seen them…but beyond that, it was the unexpected freedom she felt to make any choice, to evolve into anyone, without the albatross of the Cahn name pulling her in only one direction.
The tension in her chest started to ease as her feelings began to untangle. Maybe it was just that here, she felt like she could take risks, try something wildly different, and, most importantly, fail without having to worry about how it would make her family look. But maybe this was a sign. It had been nice to have that freedom, to breathe her own air for once, but if staying in Ireland for a while had been meant to be, it would have worked out. Besides, she was cognizant of the privilege she grew up with; maybe it was just greedy to want more.
“Dev.” Margaret lowered her voice and covered the phone as she spoke. “You submitted your financials before the auction, correct? And you were a cash buyer?”
Devri nodded. “Well, my lawyer did that on my behalf, but to my knowledge, that process was complete. Why?”
Margaret went back to her call, and Aoife arched an eyebrow in her direction. “What in the hurricane ballbag is going on now?”
Devri laughed and dropped her head in her hands. “Oh, God. Now I can never un-hear ‘hurricane ballbag.’”
Aoife just narrowed her brows, watching her mother on the phone. “Something’s going on. I know her. She never takes a call at the pub unless it’s one of us, and she never stays on this long, either.”
Margaret finished her call and quickly excused herself from the table. Aoife and Devri watched as she found Shiv at the bar, whispered in her ear, and followed her outside the pub.
“This is better than the telly, I swear. I have a feeling something’s going down, although I hope to God it’s not my mother. But it is Shiv we’re talking about, so…” She gave an earnest little shiver as she glanced at the door. “Jaysus. I just couldn’t bear it.”
Devri laughed, but even she was wondering now. What in the world would Margaret and Shiv need to leave the pub for?
It was only about five minutes before they came back inside. Shiv paid her bar tab and left, and Margaret returned to the table. Aoife and Devri leaned forward, elbows on the table, and waited.
“What?” Margaret took a leisurely sip of her wine and sat back in her chair. “You act like you’re waiting for something.”
“Mum!” Aoife jokingly threatened to confiscate her mom’s glass of wine, and Margaret smiled.
“Congratulations, Devri. You’re the new owner of the cottages.”
“What?” Devri glanced over at Aoife and tried to connect the dots. “How is that possible? You and I were both there. She won it fair and square.”
“You’re right, everything was by the book. But when they reviewed the offer of financing from her bank in Dublin, Shiv had somehow missed signing the last page, rendering the entire loan offer incomplete, and therefore void.”
“But can’t she just sign it and be done with it?”
“Technically, when you submit your proof of financing, it has to be complete and viable, and as frustrating as this is for her, she submitted incomplete documents. So, legally, Devri is the winner, and she’ll get the property not for the €325,000 that Shiv bid—”
“I’ll get them for my last bid?” Excitement started to creep into her voice, against her will. “The €300,000?”
Margaret nodded, pulling a scrap of paper from her pocket. “That’s correct. The auctioneer will meet us tomorrow morning at ten a.m. to complete the wire transfer of the funds to finish the sale and go over the details with you if there’s anything you don’t understand.”
Devri shook her head. “Of course, I’m thrilled with this turn of events, but I don’t think I’d feel right about doing this. I feel like I’m stealing them out from underneath her.”
“To be fair,” Aoife held her hands up, “she did much the same to you in the auction.”
Margaret smiled, topping up Devri’s glass. “She’s not wrong.” She emptied the bottle and gestured to the barman, who responded with a nod. “Listen, technically, you can refuse, but if you didn’t take it, the property would have to be reauctioned, and who knows if Shiv would even win that one?” She smiled, covering Devri’s hand with hers. “It must be meant to be.”



 
C HAPTER EIGHT
“Sis.” Devri had called her brother the minute she got back to the hotel from the pub, breathless and excited, and to his eternal credit, Lonnie picked up the phone at five a.m. New York City time. “Take the win. Have you lost your mind? The property is yours, and it sounds like a sweet deal to me.” He paused, and Devri smiled at the clacking sound of his laptop in the background. “I’m looking it up as we speak.”
“But ethically, is this a sound decision?”
“Oh God, it’s gorgeous. It’s right on the sea?” He paused. “Dev, can I offer you a bit of brotherly advice since you woke me the fuck up at the break of dawn?”
“Well, since you put it like that, how can I refuse?”
“I think you’re trying to find a loophole because making a move like this is big. And you know I love you, but you’ve followed the Cahn master plan your entire life up to this point. We both have, in a way. So that makes you afraid to kick it to the curb, which is understandable.”
“Fair point. Speaking of which, how’s it going with Mom?” Devri paused, suddenly unsure that it was a real question. She knew her mother, and the only way it could be going was straight to hell.
“Jesus, it’s a disaster.” Devri listened to him sigh and wished she could be there to hug him. “Like of epic proportions. She’s refusing to give me Grandma’s ring to propose with, which she’s been talking about for as long as I can remember—”
“True story. I used to be jealous it was going to go to you, but I got over that at some point.”
“Charming. Thanks for that.” There was a sound of a metal door opening, then faint birdsong and the familiar cacophony of Manhattan traffic. Devri smiled and sank onto the bed, suddenly too tired to stand. Or scold her brother about smoking on the rooftop of his building. “So, I’m going to buy her one, which is fine, but I know less than nothing about what she’d like, and I can’t exactly ask her at this point, can I? And my apartment just sold after only five fucking days on the market, and the buyer wants me the hell out of here, I’m closing down the firm, and on top of all this, I’m trying to fucking quit smoking.” He took a breath and held it. “I’m marrying into an Orthodox family, for fuck’s sake.”
“Lonnie?”
“What?”
“Put your cigarette out.”
“What are you talking about, I—”
“Just put it out.” Devri listened to what she hoped was the sound of his shoe mushing the cigarette into the sidewalk.
“Fine. Now what?”
“You never pick up another one, that’s what. And you’ve just solved that problem. Now you’re a nonsmoker.” She paused. “Listen. I don’t want to sound like a Hallmark movie here, but this is the real thing. I can tell.” She softened her voice and decided to just tell the truth. “And I can’t tell you how much respect I have for what you’re doing here.”
“What, taking a sledgehammer to my life?”
“Correct.” Devri laughed, listening for her brother to join her. He did. “You’re doing this for love, which is the only thing that’s real in the world if you think about it. You’re changing your entire life because you met someone you want to rebuild it with.” She hesitated. “And the Orthodox thing. I mean, it’s admirable, but damn. Good luck with that.”
“Do you know that practicing Orthodox couples refrain from touching and actually sleep apart the entire time the woman is on her cycle? So, not only am I not sleeping with her now, but I also have to somehow grow some self-control and get on board with that for, like, forever.”
“I can’t believe I’m saying this.” Devri clicked him onto speakerphone and pulled her sweater over her head, reaching for her pajamas at the foot of the bed. “But I know you, and there’s something about that that appeals to you. I can tell.”
“I don’t know.” Lonnie stopped, so long that Devri wondered if he was planning to go on. “I mean, I don’t love the idea, obviously, but I love the way their religion protects the marriages within it, you know?”
“How so?”
“Just with the courting and wedding process, there’s so much restraint, but then so much joy too. Everything in church and family life is centered around making sure that those two people at the center of the family stay strong and in love, you know?”
“Have you met her family?”
“I did, a few months ago. They weren’t sure about me at first, but when I started the classes I needed to convert and said that I’d wait as long as it took for things to be right, they started warming up to me. And then when I accepted that teaching job…well, they had a different reaction than Mom did, let’s just say that.”
“Forget Mom’s drama. She’ll come around.” Devri reached up to turn off the bedside lamp. “And listen, have you met any of her friends yet?”
“Yeah. Of course.”
“Those are the girls that know what ring she would secretly love to have. Just ask them.”
There was a long pause on the other end of the line. “Devri?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for this.” His voice was soft, more intentional than she’d ever heard him be. “I needed to hear this today.”
“I love you too, you ridiculous softie.”

Shiv shuffled down the farmhouse stairs and turned on a lamp in the empty living room. She added three logs to the ash-covered coals in the firebox, opened the flue, and waited until the fire licked through them, surrounding them with undulating flames that moved around the ragged edges of the wood like water.
“I was starting to wonder when you were getting up.” When Shiv looked up, her sister was at the table in the kitchen, adding sugar to her tea. She stood to get Shiv a cup, motioning her over to sit when Shiv glanced furtively back up the stairs. “Hey. Do you know what day it is?”
Shiv sighed and sat in one of the scarred pine chairs, grudgingly accepting the cup Nieve had just unceremoniously dumped a tea bag into and filled with boiling water.
“Yeah, it’s Thursday, I think?”
“Correct. Which,” Nieve picked up her phone and pretended to look at it, “means that the official moping period for that auction has ended.”
“Nieve, I know you’re trying to help.” Shiv stirred her tea and removed the bag to dump it on the saucer. “But you just don’t get it.”
“What do I not get? That you’re mad as hell you didn’t get it on a technicality?” Nieve reached behind her on the counter for the biscuit tin and pushed it to the center of the table. “That you had big plans to flip it in a year and make half a mil, then buy an overpriced Dublin loft and do it all again?”
“Well, yeah, but it was more than that.” Shiv wrapped both hands around the mug, the heat somehow melting the tension settled into her shoulders. “And I would never buy one of those river lofts. They’re overpriced faff designed to appeal to the expat tech executives with no idea what to do with all that pretty money they’re making.”
Shiv bit into a Tim Tam chocolate biscuit and dipped the other half into her steaming tea. “So, tell me about it.”
“Tell you what?”
“Tell me more about whatever property you were here to get your greedy little hands on. Obviously, there’s something I don’t know.”
Shiv hooked the biscuit tin with her finger and pulled it closer. “It was the cottages.”
Nieve paused, her eyebrows pushed together in thought until it seemed to dawn on her. “The white ones on the ridge?”
Shiv nodded and sat back in her chair. She just looked at her sister until she saw the meaning sink in, then set her teacup back on the table with a muted thunk.
Nieve hesitated, looking into her cup as she spoke. “That’s the ridge you used to sit under, right?” Shiv didn’t answer. She couldn’t. “And you felt like, if it was yours, if you owned it, it would—”
“Yeah.”
Nieve raked her hair into a ponytail and secured it with the elastic around her wrist. She bumped her hand to Shiv’s in a silent promise not to ask any more questions.
Shiv looked around for the first time. “So, where’s the farmhand?”
“Fergal?”
“Seriously?” Shiv broke into a real smile this time. “You have more than one?”
Nieve seemed to consider the possibility for a second, then shook her head. “An excellent idea, but no. He keeps me too busy for that.” She hesitated. “I mean, I guess we’re dating now. Or whatever ye want ta call it.”
“Holy shit.” Shiv feigned shock and bit into a custard cream. “Nieve Byrne getting soppy about a lad? Never thought I’d see the day.”
She laughed, pulling out another biscuit and putting it on her saucer. “Fergal is lovely. And Scottish, so there’s something a bit…savage about him. I like it.”
“Does he treat you well? Like, in other ways?”
She thought for a long moment, searching in the pile of biscuits for another Tim Tam, but when she found one, she didn’t pick it up. The only sound was the flames crackling against the fireplace glass in the living room and the wind brushing the cold against the windows, leaving a delicate trail of frost.
“I fired him a few months ago. I just felt like things were getting a bit too serious, not that I told him that, mind. He was living in that old caravan we keep behind the barn—”
“That old grotty one the farmhands usually crash in when they’re just doing seasonal work?”
“Yeah. So I expected him to pack his bag and leave the next day, but he just got up and went to mend fences in the back pasture.” She smiled over her mug. “He got another gig with the Mahers over the road, but every night he came back to that old caravan and just kept doing the same work around my farm.”
Shiv got up and put the kettle on again, then turned and leaned against the counter, arms crossed, while her sister went on.
“But the mad bastard wouldn’t let me pay him anymore. Said he wanted me to know he wasn’t there because it was his job.”
“And how long ago was that?”
Nieve thought about that for a moment. “Maybe a couple of months?”
“In which he’s been doing free labor and living in a god-awful caravan just to be near ya?”
Nieve didn’t say anything, just pulled at a thread on the cuff of her shirt. She looked up finally, the setting sun just beyond the window, washing her face with sheer fading sunlight as she turned toward Shiv.
“And what about you? Still doing the lone-wolf thing?”
The door opened with a creak, and the farmhand shouldered his way through, carrying an armful of white bags and the strong, warm waft of curry that hinted at Nieve’s lifelong love of spicy vindaloo from the Drunken Pepper, her favorite Indian takeaway. Fergal greeted Shiv and held up the chicken bafat he’d guessed at for her, but Shiv just grabbed her jacket from the hook by the door.
“Where are you going?” Nieve arched an eyebrow at her. “I had Fergal grab you dinner so maybe you two could get to know each other.”
“Look,” Shiv looked longingly through the door, “it’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just—”
“Aye, babe, it’s different for us.” Fergal cradled Nieve’s cheek in his hand before he glanced up at Shiv. “We’ll do it in our own time.”
Shiv shot a genuine smile back in his direction. “I’ve got somewhere I’ve got to be, I—”
A loud ping interrupted her, a different tone than Shiv was used to hearing from her sister’s phone. Nieve picked her phone up, turned it over, then clicked it off. She laid it facedown on the table. Shiv’s hand tightened slowly around the doorknob.
“What?” She asked because she had to. There was no other choice. “What is it?”
“He’s gone.” Nieve’s voice was empty and barely a whisper. “He died an hour ago.”
Shiv stepped through the door and pulled it closed behind her.

Devri shut her computer and rubbed her eyes. She’d been living in the cottage on the end of the row for about four days, just long enough to make it a bit warmer, softer, a bit more lived in. It was warmer because she’d gone into town after the first freezing night and bought the only heater available so late in the spring. Well, it wasn’t a heater so much as a toaster oven, but she’d carried it back to the cottage and set it in the fireplace with the door open. The cord looked a bit odd, snaking out from the empty firebox to the plug on the wall, but that was the best she could do. She was from Manhattan. She’d never lived anywhere without central heat and air, and she wasn’t about to start lighting fires in the house like some sort of deranged medieval fishwife. Well, that and she’d never actually built a fire. Even her summer camp in upstate New York when she was a kid had climate-controlled cabins. She’d thought about it for a second on the chilliest night. The inspection had stated that the chimneys had been swept and were ready for use, but the toaster heater just seemed less dangerous.
After her appointment with Margaret, there was the usual rush of changing over utilities and figuring out where to buy things, which wasn’t much because she had to carry everything back to the cottages by hand. Still, she’d picked up some soft furnishings like fresh sheets and a fluffy duvet, as well as a few dishes and groceries, most of which had to be set outside at night because she’d realized too late that there was no refrigerator, even though they’d been mentioned in the inspection paperwork. There wasn’t even a spot for one, which blew her mind.
It wasn’t those things that made this experience overwhelming. It was the single sheet of paper in the back of the folder she’d gotten from Margaret again, the same one she’d given her that first night. Margaret had asked her before the auction if she’d managed to read everything, and Devri had returned an absentminded yes, but she’d missed something. The cottages were built in the late 1700s, and of course, they’d been remodeled a handful of times, with more modern comforts added over the years, but they’d been uninhabited for a substantial amount of time when they went up for auction. The structures themselves were sound but needed a handful of updates to bring them up to current building codes and ready to resell, and all would require skilled tradespeople.
When she’d read through the list initially, it hadn’t seemed particularly difficult, but that bloom of hope quickly faded. One of the updates called for installing showers in addition to the cast-iron tubs that were in the cabins. The plumbing was already in place, so all she’d need was someone with the skill to extend it into a vertical shower, which was a half-day job, max. Or at least it would be in Manhattan. When she’d called around to try to have someone come out and give her a quote, the soonest she could find was just under two months. Starting the actual work, they said, would be weeks beyond that.
She’d called every company between Firnagh and Dublin, but it was the same story every time. Both electricians in Firnagh were backed up by two months for non-emergency issues, before either could even look at it, let alone do any work, and the lead time for the only thatch-roofing experts to travel from Galway was twelve weeks. When she’d called the building inspector to check out any other options, he said that if she could do the work herself, he could just sign off on the updates afterward, and the process would take half the time. She’d thanked him, sank down onto the dark, empty hearth, and cried.
That was yesterday. Today, she’d gone to Firnagh’s only hardware store with a copy of the specs she needed for the shower, as well as pictures of her plumbing, to ask if it would be possible to add the shower herself. She’d been getting out of the bath when she had the idea. Unlike most American houses, where most of the bathroom pipes were contained within the walls, most of the plumbing, or at least the parts she’d need to connect the pipe extension for a shower, were visible.
So how hard can it be? She’d wrapped herself in a towel and found a YouTube video that made it look like something she could pull off herself before she even had coffee in the morning. If the dude with the unfortunate plumber’s crack can do it in twenty minutes, why can’t I?
But now the sun was setting, and she had yet to start. The thought of a hot shower before bed was motivating, however, and after watching the video a few more times and setting it up in the bathroom as a guide, she laid out the pipes and round connection thingies in the order the sales guy said they needed to go. The enormous wrench was a little harder to operate, but she was familiar with those at least; her first apartment in Brooklyn had older pipes, so she’d kept one handy under the sink.
The third time she cranked the wrench to the left, it gave way, and that was the same moment she’d remembered she’d forgotten to turn off the water main.
“Fuck!” She tried to screw it back together, but the water was gushing with so much force it was a lost cause. Devri tossed the wrench across the floor, and it echoed with an ominous clatter until it hit the opposite wall. She ran outside and turned the corner to the far side, frantically searching the wall of the cottage in the semi-darkness for the water main. Nothing. What if I don’t find it? How long will it take for the entire cottage to flood?
Devri ran her foot along the side of the cottage, hurriedly parting the grasses but, again, found nothing. She quickly rounded the corner of the front door in search of her phone. Maybe people in Ireland didn’t call 9-1-1 for something like this, but Devri didn’t see another option. She ran straight into the bathroom and skidded across the wet floor to a shaky stop somewhere in the middle.
“What the hell are you doing in here?”
Shiv was lying on the floor, one arm fully extended under the tub, and it looked like she was turning something. She wrenched whatever it was to a tight stop and peered up at Devri. “Looks to me like I’m saving your ass.”
“But…” Devri exhaled when she realized that whatever Shiv had done had staunched the tsunami of water that had been spiraling into her bathroom. “How could you have even known?”
“Good timing, I guess.” Shiv got up and took off her overshirt, wringing it out onto the water already pooled in the tiles. “You have a broom?”
Devri turned and got the broom she’d bought at the hardware store that day out of the kitchen closet, her head still spinning. She stopped short again when she walked back into the bathroom. The water on the floor was at least a half-inch deep, and she didn’t even own a mop yet. The only thing she had to clean up this disaster with was her one bath towel, which was hanging limply on the hook beside the tub, mocking her.
Shiv looked at her for a moment, then took the broom out of her hand, leaving her to rub her temples in a bid to stave off the migraine threatening to take her down. She hadn’t been here a week, and she’d already made a disaster of the place.
“Look, American Wonder. I don’t know how they do it in where you’re from,” Shiv winked in Devri’s direction as she swept the standing water toward the tub, “but here there’s only one water main for all nine cottages, so each has its own shut-off valves, one in the kitchen, and two in the bathroom.” She pointed at each of them with the handle of the broom. The water valve for the tub was hidden nearly underneath it at the baseboard. Devri had completely missed it. “So, when you need to stop the flow of water or have a burst pipe, you can do that without shutting everyone’s water off.”
Devri pressed harder on her temples and tried to remember where the hell she’d put her Tylenol. “I still don’t know why you’re here.”
“I get it.” Shiv swept the last of the lagoon under the tub, and this time Devri spotted the small, round drain nearly hidden beneath it. “Go look beside your front door.”
Devri reluctantly returned to the front door. The ocean was wild, crashing into the ridge, then shapeshifting into a white wall of seawater that shot straight up into the darkened sky. Devri breathed in the cold air, a tonic to the craziness, and watched as the water fell dramatically back into the receding tide below. The wind whipped around her shoulders as she picked up the mist-covered bottle of wine left by the front door, a note attached. She stepped back inside and opened the envelope.
I take it back. The best woman won.
Congratulations,
Siobhan
Devri returned to the bathroom with the note in hand, where Shiv had the floor nearly back to normal. “Shiv, I’m sorry. I must have sounded so rude.”
“It’s grand.” She smiled, glancing at the shower kit on the floor. “You’re alone in a strange country and walk in to find a near stranger on the floor in your bathroom when all hell has broken loose.” She finished the last bit, opened the window to let in the breeze, and handed Devri back her broom. “What were you supposed to do? Offer me a cappuccino?”
“How about a glass of wine?” Devri almost laughed and followed Shiv out of the bathroom. Almost. “I just found a bottle by my door that looks delicious.”
“Tempting,” Shiv held up the soaked shirt in her hand, “but I’d better get home and find a drying rack for this shirt.”
“There’s a hook by the fireplace.” Devri nodded toward the hearth, digging in the drawer where she’d left her handful of silverware. “I can turn on the heater. That should dry it fairly quickly.”
Shiv walked slowly toward the fireplace, leaned down, and closed the door to the toaster oven. She shook her head, then glanced up at Devri with one arched eyebrow. “So this is it, yeah? The mythical ‘heater’ that you speak of?”
It dawned on Devri suddenly that she wasn’t finding the wine opener because she didn’t have one. Fuck. She looked back up at Shiv. “Um, yeah. It just seemed safer, at least until I learn the lay of the—”
“Fireplace?”
That was it. That was all it took. Devri shut the drawer and dropped her head into her hands. She didn’t even care that she was crying in front of Shiv, and she didn’t try to stop. What did it matter anyway? She already looked like some stupid American. What made her even start to think she could do this? Buying a fixer-upper in Brooklyn and having someone else renovate it was a world away from living in a foreign country where she, apparently, didn’t know the basic shit that everyone else seemed to have gotten some manual for at birth.
“Hey.” Shiv was standing beside her, but Devri couldn’t look at her. This whole experience had just rocketed from humbling to humiliating. She felt Shiv’s arms around her, and Devri surprised herself by letting Shiv pull her gently into her chest. “No one knows how to do things until they learn. Everything must feel so different than what you’re used to.”
Devri nodded. She dropped her hands slowly and rested them on Shiv’s hips, her forehead still resting on her shoulder. “Yep.” She sniffed, relaxing just a bit into the warmth of Shiv’s body. “That’s an understatement.”
Shiv slid her hands across Devri’s shoulders and stepped back, just enough to look into her eyes. “Listen, you must be parched, and from the feel of ya, you’re about a minute away from turning to ice.” They both glanced at the door that was still open, the wind whipping through with enough force to ruffle Shiv’s hair. “Let’s fix those things first, yeah?”
Devri nodded. Shiv shut the door, then produced a silver pocketknife out of her back pocket as she walked back to the kitchen. She chose a corkscrew from the knife and cut the foil from the wine bottle, then pulled the cork out smoothly with a hollow pop.
“Do you have glasses?”
Devri shook her head and swiped at the last of her tears. “Clearly I’m aware that I’ll never live this down, but I don’t know where the home-goods store is in Firnagh, or if you even have one, so I got these today at the bodega in town.” She pulled out two mugs. Both had a garish rainbow printed on them, leading to a slightly crooked pot of gold.
Shiv poured wine into both and handed one to Devri. “Did you just hear yourself?”
“What?” Devri shook her head. “What did I say?”
“You just pronounced Firnagh. Perfectly.”
“Seriously?” Devri smiled for the first time and raised her cup. “Well, in that case, here’s to the impossible.”
Shiv met her gaze and held it before she clinked her mug to Devri’s. “Everything seems impossible. Until it’s done.”

Shiv got up the next morning and pulled on some jeans and a flannel, knocking her head into the attic rafters again as she navigated the cubbyhole that was her childhood bedroom. Her sister had moved her from her normal bedroom on the other side of the house to the attic when she was nine. Shiv hadn’t minded at the time. It seemed like a way cooler space, even though it was only accessible by a creaky ladder in the hall directly on the other side of Nieve’s bedroom door. It had something to do with their father, that was obvious even then, but Nieve never told her, and Shiv never asked. Which was how they handled pretty much everything, to be fair.
Shiv was a touch over six feet tall now, though, and couldn’t keep track of where the slanted roof started slanting, so now her head had a permanent dent in it. She bypassed the ladder, just jumping from the attic to the hall before she wandered down the stairs, but her sister was nowhere to be found. Shiv touched the ceramic teapot still on the table. It was cold. Fergal hadn’t stayed over the night before. Nieve had mentioned he’d gone into Dublin the previous afternoon for something, but he should have been back by now. Shiv had expected to find them both at the table with a pile of Nutella toast and the cattle-auction logs.
She made herself a cup of tea and walked out to the barn, where Nieve was impossible to miss. The flatbed they used to distribute hay was parked at the front, and she was standing on top of the bales in her blue canvas overalls, tossing them barehanded into the open barn doors.
“What the hell are you doing, ya eegit? You’re cuttin’ up yer hands.”
Nieve didn’t even look in her direction; she just pushed her hair out of her face with her forearm and grabbed the next bale. Shiv set her tea down on a fencepost and picked up two pairs of elbow-length leather work gloves from the tack room. She walked back out into the last of the sun and tossed a pair to her sister, who let them flop unceremoniously onto the bed of the truck. Her hands and forearms were crisscrossed in dark red slashes and welts. Shiv pissed her off by stepping up and looking closer, but nothing appeared to have broken the skin yet.
“Nieve.” She shook her head as Nieve sent a hay bale flying over her head and into the barn. “Put on the fucking gloves.”
Nieve shook her head and grabbed another bale of hay but then, strangely, seemed to run out of steam and let it drop on her boots. Shiv climbed up onto the flatbed. “How long have you been out here doing this, ya mad cow?”
Nieve didn’t answer, just sat on the bale, shook her arms out, and rolled her sleeves up higher. Shiv had thrown enough hay in her life to know her arms had to be burning like blown hellfire from all the abrasion, and it would only get worse. She grabbed another bale to sit on, then just leaned against the stack behind her and waited. The sky had darkened, and deep clouds the color of lead had crowded out the last of the sun before Nieve answered.
“Since before dawn.” A tear rolled down Nieve’s ruddy, dust-streaked cheek, and Shiv had enough sense not to say a word. “This is the last of it.”
Shiv nodded, looking up at the sky as it seemed to darken and fold in on itself, as if the daylight had given up and stepped aside in defeat. She leaned up finally, elbows on her knees, and kept her eyes on the bed of the truck.
“D’ye want to talk about it?”
Nieve rolled her eyes, then looked back down to her boots. “Of course I fucking don’t.” She slapped at a fly landing on her shoulder and tightened the haphazard ponytail threatening to slip out at the base of her neck. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“Sorry. Have we met?” Shiv rolled her eyes. “You know that’s the last thing I fucking want.”
She picked up the gloves and folded the forearm guards back so they wouldn’t make Nieve’s raw skin bleed, then carefully held the first one open for her to slip her hand into. Nieve shook her head. Shiv continued to hold out the glove, nodding to the sky as the bank of dark clouds deepened to charcoal and the first muted crack of thunder rolled over the mountains in the distance.
“Nieve, you know I understand, but Jesus, catch yerself on.” Nieve gave up and lowered her hand carefully into the glove. “In ten minutes, it’ll be riverin’ out here. Absolute shite weather, ya know it will be, and the only thing worse than throwing hay is throwing wet hay.”
Nieve slipped on the other glove and didn’t protest when Shiv stood and nodded at the barn floor, which was their shorthand for Nieve to handle the bales on the ground. That way, she could stack them without the ropes and shreds scraping her arms all to hell again. Shiv threw the rest of the bales off the flatbed in record time, then jumped down as the sky opened fire and helped her sister stack what she had left on the barn floor.
They both grabbed long brooms after the last bale hit the stack, starting at opposite ends of the barn and working toward the middle as the rain battered the tin roof.
“Where’s your hunky farmhand today?” Shiv angled her brush to work into a corner. “I’d have thought this would be right up his alley.”
Nieve said nothing, just manhandled her brush like a bayonet until dust was flying past the rafters.
“Ah, Jaysus, Nieve. Ya didn’t make him leave because of Dad, did ya? He’s your boyfriend.” She leaned on her broom, shaking her head. “He’d of wanted to help, like.”
“Of course not. I just needed a few more things from the farm shop.” She raked her arm across her forehead and left a streak of mud. “He’s still in Dublin.”
“Fuckin’ hell.” Shiv muttered under her breath, just loud enough for her sister to hear. “Can’t believe I’m saying this, but the poor bastard.”
Finally, they met in the middle, and Shiv swept the loose hay out the side door and into the sheep pen. The rain was coming down at an angle now, hammering the roof so loudly they could barely hear anything else. She pulled the side door shut and took the broom from her sister to hang on the wall.
Nieve pulled her hood up and tightened it around her face in preparation for the mad dash to the farmhouse. Shiv hesitated, her hand on the barn door’s slide lock.
“What’re ya waitin’ for? Lightning can’t take us out if we don’t get out there and give it a fighting chance.”
Shiv didn’t budge.
Nieve looked at the ceiling as if praying for one of the saints to strike her dead. “What’re playin’ at, ye gobshite?”
“When’s the wake?”
Nieve shook her head. “I’ll not have you worryin’ about that now. I don’t want you there. He was hard enough on you when he was alive.”
“But everyone in town will be stopping by, you know that, whether they liked him or not.” Shiv felt the muscles in her jaw tense and set. “That’s a shit ton of people, and I don’t want you handling that all on yer own.”
“It’ll be a few days.”
Shiv stared her down. “You’ll tell me, yeah?”
“Fine.”
Shiv slid the lock and swung the barn doors open and made a mad dash with her sister through the slanted sheets of rain and into the house.
Later, after Nieve warmed up some shepherd’s pie for lunch and they’d settled in front of the telly with a sleeve of biscuits to wait out the storm, Nieve pushed the mute button and asked if Shiv had been back to the cottages.
“Maybe.”
“Fuckin’ hell. It’s easier to reach down and pull the devil himself up through the floorboards than wrestle a crumb of information from you.” She bit into a biscuit and caught the crumbs with her other hand. “Did ya meet the new owner?”
“Yeah.” Shiv kept her eyes on the telly. “American.”
“Give over.” Nieve looked taken aback. “Really?”
“Why are you surprised?”
“It’s just, those are very rural, Irish cottages, aren’t they? Americans tend to go for the slick, modern places. The new ones that don’t require any work.”
“I think she might be in a little over her head, to be honest.”
Nieve smiled and reached for her cup of tea. “A woman?”
“Yes. A woman.” Shiv reached for the remote and clicked the sound back on the telly. “And that’s all I’m saying about it.”



 
C HAPTER NINE
Shiv had just locked up the barn for the night when the phone in her jacket pocket pinged. It was an international number she didn’t recognize, but she didn’t need to. She knew the country code.
Are you in town right now?
Shiv sat down on the rock wall on the way back to the house.
That depends on who’s asking. Please note my preference for clueless Americans.
It was just a few seconds before her phone pinged again.
Clueless/local slang for gorgeous. Noted.
Shiv laughed out loud, and one of the sheep in the pen jumped and bleated her disapproval. She had to admit, for a girl who couldn’t find the right end of a wrench yesterday, she did have banter. Shiv’s phone pinged again.
Café Trattoria in one hour. I have a proposition for you.
Shiv thought for a moment, then stood and headed for the house. She’d had worse offers.
Shiv remembered Café Trattoria having an upscale but not pretentious vibe, so she reached for dark jeans and a dove-gray cashmere turtleneck. Devri might not know how to build a fire, at least Shiv hoped that was the reason for the toaster oven situation, but it was clear that she noticed details. Shiv laced up her patent-leather wing-tip boots and slipped an understated silver ring with an aspen-bark pattern on her middle finger.
Nieve tossed her the keys to Bessie on the way out the door, along with a question about “that girl” that Shiv didn’t quite catch, but that was because she didn’t want to, despite the sharp increase in volume as the front door slammed shut. The drive into town was less than five minutes, but that was long enough to set her mind spinning about what the hell “proposition” meant. Shiv was willing to bet she didn’t mean it the way it sounded, but Devri was razor sharp, clearly. Whatever it was, she’d have thought of every angle before Shiv even heard it, which was equal parts intriguing and annoying.
The hostess showed Shiv to the table when she arrived, which was outside, beside the waterfall and rock pool built into the bluff at the side of the restaurant. The waterfall filled the air with a sheer, cool mist, and the pool had a graduated edge covered in velvety moss and dotted with lily pads, as if stolen from an enchanted forest and placed there, with delicate fuchsia water flowers peeking out from between the damp stones. Devri was in a sleeveless pinstripe dress that followed every curve, set off with black, knee-length boots. She stood briefly when Shiv reached the table, and Shiv leaned in to kiss one cheek and then the other.
“I ordered us a bottle of Shiraz. I guessed and chose one similar to what you brought me last night.”
They sat, and Shiv thanked the server as she dropped off a bottle of sparkling mineral water and lit the ivory candle on their table. “So, I’m curious,” Shiv leaned forward and locked her gaze to Devri’s, “how exactly did you get my number?”
Devri smiled, smoothing her napkin onto her lap before she answered. “It wasn’t hard. Apparently, half the women in Firnagh have it on speed dial.”
“Cute.” Shiv leaned back slightly to allow the server room to open the bottle of Shiraz, pour a taste, and offer it to Devri. She spun the wine briefly, brought it to her nose, and inhaled gently. She handed the glass back to the server with a smile, who poured them each a glass and left as quietly as she’d arrived.
“I appreciate the invitation, of course.” Shiv did her best not to let her gaze drop below Devri’s shoulders and almost succeeded. “But you’re eventually going to have to let me in on why I’m here.”
“I think you’ll find I don’t have to do anything, Shiv.” Devri held her gaze. She paused. Twice. “Why was your note signed with a different name?”
Shiv smiled. That wasn’t what she was expecting to hear. It’d been a while since she’d had to explain this point, but strangely, she liked it that Devri asked. “It looks that way because everyone calls me Shiv, which is short for Siobhan.” Shiv made a mental note to dial down her accent as she watched the pronunciation go right over Devri’s head. “So, it’s spelled the way you saw it on the card but pronounced ‘Shiv-on.’”
“That makes sense. It’s an Irish word, not English.” She took a sip of wine, then flashed Shiv a smile that melted her against her will. “I just like to know who I’m dealing with.”
“And the suspense builds.” Shiv sat back in her chair, watching the candlelight shimmer in Devri’s eyes. “For the record, I’m impressed that you clocked it as Irish. Most people from other countries are mystified at the pronunciation because they’re sounding it out in the English language.”
“I can imagine that’s annoying.” Devri looked up with an easy smile. “I come from a Jewish family in New York, and we have the same issue with Hebrew names.”
“And what’s your last name?”
Devri hesitated for only a beat, but Shiv noted that she did. “Cahn.”
Shiv smiled, then glanced at the menus still on the table. “You looked at the menu online, didn’t you?”
“Of course.” She picked them up and moved them to the edge of the table. “With the exception of the last few days, I’ve planned everything in my life like I’m going to war.”
Shiv leaned back in her chair, picking up her wineglass. “And how has that worked out for you?”
“Would you prefer the truth?” She paused. “Or the glossy Instagram spin?”
“Jesus.” Shiv paused as the waitress took their orders, which turned out to be the exact same dish. “Does anyone ever choose Instagram?”
“You’d be surprised.” Devri nudged her fork with her fingertip, so it lined up perfectly with the fork beside it. “But to answer your question, I’ve been going through a bit of a transition recently.”
Devri looked up as if she expected Shiv to jump in, but she didn’t; she just held the quiet space between them. She had the sense to know that the story she was trying to tell, and Devri, had depth. And both needed space to unfold.
“The truth is that I wasn’t happy.” She paused so long Shiv wasn’t sure she intended to go on. “And I guess if my carefully planned approach to life were working, I wouldn’t have flown to Ireland and bought a piece of it two days later.”
“Fair enough.” Shiv raked a hand through her hair, choosing every word carefully. “And how do you feel now you’re here?”
Devri paused, glancing over at the water falling, then rising languidly again as a diaphanous, almost otherworldly mist.
“Lighter.” She swept a dark, perfect wave that had fallen against her cheek back behind her ear. “I feel lighter.”
The server arrived with a fresh loaf of bread on a wooden board. A lazy waft of steam rose as she cut into the center, and a selection of fresh butters, with flavors like harissa, torn chive, and creamy, caramelized shallot waited in colorful ramekins beside it.
“What did she say this one was?” Devri spread a delicate layer of harissa butter on the smallest slice. “It smells like…” Shiv waited as she tasted it, her eyes fluttering closed for just a second before she looked up again. “Warmth.”
Shiv reached for her wine. Everything about Devri was deeply beautiful. Jesus. She needed to be careful.
“It’s a North African red-chili paste.” Shiv took a slice of bread, tore off a piece, and spread it with the harissa butter. “But it’s more nuanced than that. It’s spicy. That’s the charred baklouti peppers, with a strong undercurrent of smoke.” She bit into it, letting the flavors melt over her tongue. “But the backbone is the caraway and fennel seeds that anchor the heat. Without those, it rises into your nose like fire, and you lose the structure of the flavors.”
Devri sat back in the chair, watching her.
“What?”
“You’re surprising. That’s all.”
“I don’t often hear that.” Shiv chose the torn-chive butter next, spreading a velvety layer of it into the warmth of her bread. “But, if I’m honest, I suppose that’s my fault.”
Devri watched her for another moment, then seemed to remember why they were there.
“Well, in the theme of honesty, I asked you here tonight because I have a question.” She pulled a sheet of paper out of the leather bag at her feet, sliding it across the table to Shiv. “Take a look at this list. Assuming that you had ended up with the cottages, how many of these projects could you successfully take on yourself without hiring them out?”
Shiv pushed her bread plate away and picked up the paper. Most of the items on it were standard modernizations, things she’d expected to need to update in order to flip the property. She slid it back to Devri and picked up her wine. She’d also looked at the same list carefully before she bid on the cottages at the auction.
“All but two of them.”
It was an effort not to smile as Devri snatched up the list and scanned it again, shock washing over her face.
“Really?” Her eyebrows narrowed, and she followed the list down with her finger. “What the hell is ‘refurbishment of broom and bracken, particularly the catslide over the outshot’?”
Shiv had to laugh, which she tried to hide with her napkin. That was quite a mouthful for the American, and it took her about three times longer to say it than it should have. Devri’s eyebrow shot up in response, but she said nothing.
“That’s one of the two things I’d need to hire out. I’d need to get a thatcher down from Galway to look at the roofs. And from the way they worded that item, shore up the parts that are starting to sag a bit over the outshot.”
Devri shook her head and reached for her wine. “Outshot?”
Shiv pulled up a photo of the cottages on her phone and zoomed in on one of the arial views. “Have you been in the smaller room just to the right of the fireplace?”
“I think I know what you’re talking about; it’s the wide door with the wooden beam at the top?” Shiv nodded, and Devri seemed to hesitate. “I assumed it was just a closet, but it’s locked, at least in my cottage. I’m sure I can access it with one of the enormous keys on the even more enormous key ring—” she glanced down at her bag as if the answer was there—“and I just haven’t worked my way through it yet.”
“I’ll show you.” It was an effort not to be charmed by the genuine concern on Devri’s face, as if she were actually worried she might not ever be able to match all the keys with the doors. “But that little room is called the outshot. It’s a small room built onto a lot of vernacular cottages in Ireland, meant to be a sleeping space for an elderly relative who may need to stay closer to the warmth of the fire during the winter. I love that feature, and it’s rare to see one.”
The server arrived with their food, warm, briny steam rising from a shallow dish of tender linguine dotted with Manila clams. The pasta was glossed with a silky sauce of white wine, olive oil, parsley, and basil, along with wedges of fresh lemon to squeeze over it.
“This is beautiful.” Shiv thanked the server and waited for Devri to take her first bite, then wound some pasta around the tines of her fork, finishing against the pasta spoon. The herbs were delicate, almost floral, and the sauce was the perfect balance of earthy and bright. She removed one of the clams from the shell and nearly swooned at the tender perfection of it. As she went for the next bite, she realized Devri was staring at her. “What?”
“I’m impressed with the way you appreciate food. I didn’t expect it, I guess.”
“What did you expect? Some sort of wild Irish savage?”
“Well, you do have a certain reputation.” She smiled with a softness that made it impossible for Shiv not to smile back. “But I should have known. I see how you dress.”
“I’m going to take that as a compliment.” Shiv reached for her wine. “If it’s not, don’t tell me.” She paused, just long enough to prompt Devri to look up. “Now, tell me about your proposition before I get too far into the next glass of wine.” She topped up Devri’s glass, then her own, from the bottle and set it back on the table.
“I’ll be frank. I’ve spent the last few days reviewing the improvements that need to be made to the cottages. Not only am I not sure what they are, but I can’t seem to find the tradespeople I need to do the work.” She sat back in her chair, and Shiv noticed for the first time that her eyes looked tired, as if she hadn’t been sleeping. “Everyone is booked out for the next three months.”
“Is that what they told you?”
“Yes, and I’ve called everyone in town.” She paused. “Why do you ask?”
“Never mind.” Shiv put her fork down. “Go on.”
“The crux of the problem is that I can be in Ireland for only ninety days without requiring another visa, and I have to leave the country while they decide if they even want to give me an extension. And it’s possible they won’t.” She took a deep breath, holding it a second too long before she let it go in a rush. “So, I need someone who knows what the hell they’re doing to help me navigate this situation.” She dropped her voice. “Because I don’t.”
“Devri, you did the part you’re familiar with well. You made a sound investment in a rare opportunity that’s going to make you a lot of money. At least twice what you put into it.” Shiv softened her tone and reached for her wine. “You can’t expect yourself to know how to do repairs you’ve never encountered, and I can imagine almost everything is different here.”
“That’s generous of you.” Devri took her first bite of the pasta, looking not quite as tightly wound as usual. “And actually makes me feel a bit better.”
“I’m still waiting to hear a proposal, though.”
Devri almost laughed, then caught herself and seemed to shift her expression back into neutral. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”
“Yep.” A clamshell clattered to the plate underneath Shiv’s bowl. “Probably twice.”
“Fair enough.” Devri smoothed her napkin out and folded it again across her lap. “Ready for this?”
Shiv smiled. “You don’t know me very well yet, but I can assure you, that’s never a question you need to ask me.”
Devri rolled her eyes. “Fine. I want you to help me get the cottages up to spec before I have to leave in ninety days. I can have a real-estate agent handle the sale once I’m back in New York, but I’d like it to be finished before I leave, and to accomplish that might take both of us.” She hesitated. “I’m not asking you to do it for me. I have no problem working alongside you, but I need your expertise.”
“You’re correct there.” Shiv took another bite, settling back in her chair before she replied. “But why would I drop everything and say yes to something like that?”
“Because when we’re done, I’ll price it at fair market value and give you the right of first refusal instead of taking the highest offer.” She paused. “Which means you’d get first shot at getting your cottages back if you want them.”

“Look, Shiv. I invited you to dinner. I should have paid.”
Shiv gently moved her to the inside of the sidewalk and lifted her fedora, placing it gently on Devri’s head. “Grand soft evening we’re having.” She glanced out at the sea rolling in at the edge of town. “Everyone knows the mist will soak you before you’ve a chance to rebuke it.”
“Shiv. Jesus.”
Shiv couldn’t tell from the tone of Devri’s voice whether she was charmed or angry. Which was an important distinction.
“I know you said you wanted to think about it, but in the meantime, can you stop being so charming?”
Shiv guided Devri around a storm drain with a gentle hand on the small of her back. “You were saying?”
“I was just saying that we have to stay professional if this is going to work.”
Shiv tried not to smile at Devri’s slightly flustered energy.
“And if you’re working for me, I’m paying.”
“First of all, Ms. Cahn, if I choose to sign on to this madness, we’ll be working together. I don’t work for anyone.”
“I just—”
“And I don’t know how it is in America, but if we’re sharing a meal, business or pleasure, then I’m paying.”
“But—”
“But nothing. Learn the language of the country you’re in.” Shiv softened the words with a smile. “This has nothing to do with romance.”
“Learn the language of the country I’m in or the butch I’m with?”
“I identify as non-binary, but…yes. Both.”
“Noted. In that case,” Devri smiled, almost, and tipped the fedora slightly lower on her forehead, “thank you for dinner.”
Shiv ducked into the bodega for a moment just before they reached the end of the sidewalk, where it ran like a concrete rivulet into the seaside walkway that led down to the cottages. Devri stopped and turned around when Shiv came back to the sidewalk, handing the fedora back to her.
“Thank you.” She smiled. “I won’t lie and say I’m not hoping I’ve swayed you over to my side, but I’ll wait to hear from you. You have my number.”
Shiv smiled, then laughed, looking out into the darkness.
“What?” Devri looked puzzled. “What did I say?”
“You really think I’m going to leave and let you walk off into total darkness—”
“There’s a streetlight right there!” Devri pointed to the streetlight across from them at the edge of the chemist. “I’m fine.”
Shiv put the hat back on Devri’s head and nodded toward the seaside walk. Shiv loved the walk, the most darkly romantic part of Firnagh, perhaps because anything could happen. A marriage proposal maybe, a rogue madman could climb the rail and jump to his death, or perhaps just an unspoken alliance made with a shared secret and the background cacophony of seagulls weaving the story of it in a pattern overhead. Or, maybe, Shiv could get her cottages back when she thought they were lost forever.
The tide was in with a vengeance. The waves crashed into the cement wall hard enough to make it vibrate deep within, then slunk back to the sand and slid out into the dark expanse of ocean with a lingering hiss. The salt air was just cold enough to bring color to Devri’s cheeks, and the mist lingered on her hair, glittering like the stars somewhere on the other side of the clouds.
The cottages came into view, and they walked to the end of the row. The waves were muted now, sliding into carved-out arches of stone and secret translucent pools below, the architecture of the sea. Shiv had always thought of it as art, the sea creating an image of its real self in the face of the ridge. Devri dug in her bag for the keys, although Shiv wasn’t sure how she could lose them, even if she wanted to. She leaned past her as she bent over the bag on her arm and touched the door with her finger. It swung open with a mysterious creak, and Devri looked like Shiv had just shaken hands with a departing ghost.
“I locked it!” She found the keys and held them up as proof. “I swear.”
“Ah, but did you pull it past the guard, like?”
“The what?”
“See this?” Shiv brought up the torch app on her phone and showed Devri a tiny ridge on the inside of the doorframe. “It’s there to prevent you from locking yourself out accidentally.”
Devri leaned in and switched on the light in the main room. “Would you like to come in?” She smiled. “I know you’re dying to drink from the pot-of-gold cups again.”
“Actually, I am, but do you mind bringing them out to the ridge?”
Shiv walked to the very edge of the ridge and watched the water turn to foam as it thinned across the sand below. She sat in the wide, shallow dip in the stone, the one that looked like an upturned hand from below. She’d tried for the last decade not to think about her father, but now that he’d passed, she couldn’t shake the images of him. They gripped her from inside, bringing to the surface shards of memory she assumed she’d shaken off years ago. Something about being back in Firnagh had loosened the memories, and they were rising, as if from underwater, and always at the wrong moment.
“Oh, God, this is right on the edge. You’re not considering tossing me into the ocean with my list, are you?” Devri sat, handing the mugs to Shiv. The light from her cabin spilled out onto the rock like a slick of gold water, spreading out to the edges and dripping over the edges. “Not that I’d blame you.”
Shiv set the mugs on the stone between them and poured a measure of the whisky she’d picked up at the bodega in each. She handed one to Devri, then slipped the bottle back into her coat pocket. She raised her glass. “I can’t believe I’m saying this. But I’m in.”
“Really?” Relief washed over Devri’s face, and she pulled a handful of stapled pages from her coat pocket. And a pen. “I was hoping you’d say that. I had it typed and printed it out at the library just in case, and it’s all there, all the terms we spoke about at dinner, and—”
She stopped suddenly as Shiv smoothed the papers out on the rock and carefully folded in the top corners to meet in the middle, then another sharp crease on each side before she folded it again lengthwise.
“Shiv, what the hell are you doing? We have to sign that.”
Shiv continued to fold, creating tiny, aerodynamic corners into the back corners of the paper airplane, and then she tightened the creases, lifted it, and let it fly. Devri watched in shocked silence as the luminous white wings sailed serenely over the waves before dive-bombing into a sharp spiral headed for the sea.
“Dev, if we’re going to work together, we have to trust each other.” Shiv raised the collar on her jacket to stave off the wind. “And no contract can do that for us.”
“But I always—”
“Listen.” Shiv turned to look at her. “You already own the cottages. Sinking money into the improvements you need to bring them to code is inevitable, but it’s my decision to donate three months of my time that’s going to make that possible.” Shiv ran a tense hand through her hair and turned her face to the sudden rush of cold coming off the sea. “I’m trusting you here, not the other way around.” Shiv buttoned her overcoat and shoved her hands deeper into the pockets. “I have to trust you to keep your word on the offer to let me buy the cottages instead of accepting another bid behind my back when the time comes.” She shook her head. “And all of this goes against my grain.”
“I’d never do that.”
Shiv turned slowly and met her gaze. Devri hesitated, then clinked her mug to Shiv’s. Shiv downed the rest in a single shot and turned again to the sea.
She sensed Devri looking at her and waited for her to speak.
“You’re wrong, you know.”
Shiv smiled, looking out into the darkness. “And how is that?”
“I have to trust you too.” Devri leaned closer, until the warmth of her breath pooled in the hollow of Shiv’s throat. She closed her eyes as Devri moved, achingly slowly, up the side of her neck, pausing just below her ear. Shiv held her breath, memorizing the delicate scent of Devri’s skin. Then she heard it. The whisper so close it lifted the downy hair on her skin by electricity. “I have to trust that you can keep this professional.” Shiv’s breath caught as she felt the faintest brush of Devri’s lips. “No matter how hard I make it for you.”
Shiv slowly opened her eyes. She stood and offered Devri her hand to help her up, and as she stood, Shiv pulled her into the warmth of her body until they were close enough to draw the same breath.
“I think you’ll find I can do things you’ve never even known you wanted, Ms. Cahn.”



 
C HAPTER TEN
A few days later, they’d made a decent start on ordering supplies and creating a conservative timeline to keep them on track. There’d still been no sign of the farmhand, but Shiv accepted when Devri offered the cottage beside hers while they were working. She’d never intended to stay in her childhood bedroom for longer than she had to, and it would give her sister the space she needed to get back on track with Fergal, if that’s what the stubborn cow decided to do.
She and Nieve loaded up the antique black leather sofa that had been languishing in the top of the feed barn for the last few years and took it to the cottage on the flatbed hay truck, along with a few random dishes, cutlery, and mismatched sheets. Apparently, their dad had drunkenly bought the sofa at an estate sale, then figured out afterward that it wouldn’t fit through the front door of the farmhouse. Nieve said on the way back to the farm that she’d started to wonder if he had memory issues when he’d pass out drunk on the couch, with no clue the next morning that he’d spent the night in the barn.
After Shiv and Devri managed to wedge it into Shiv’s cottage, Devri collapsed into it, hair slipping out of the carefully constructed bun. She blew a strand out of her face and looked around the cottage. “You’ll need some bits, like a lamp, maybe? It looks like a convent in here.”
“Well, there’s a first time for everything.” Shiv offered Devri a hand and pulled her up. “Our shower kits are in. Time to grab them at the hardware store before they start pulling them out on the floor to sell.”
“Only if we can get lunch while we’re out. I’m literally starving.”
Shiv threw on a clean shirt and a decent pair of jeans after Devri left to do the same. It was odd, this little arrangement. The heat between her and Devri was palpable, but neither had addressed it since the night Shiv made a paper airplane out of Devri’s contract. To be fair, they were too tired; they’d spent the first day landscaping and scrubbing down the outer whitewashed walls. The ridge was too rocky for conventional grass, but the ornamental grasses already present had to be trimmed before they took over, and Devri insisted on planting vibrant pink and orange moss roses around the corners of each cottage. Shiv spent most of the day on a ladder taking down the uppermost growth of the ivy so it wouldn’t start to push its way in under the thatch, so the roses were a smart choice; they would eventually add back a bit of color. It turned out that Devri had a great eye for presentation, but staging properties had never been Shiv’s thing. By the time they’d picked up a takeaway for dinner that night, she was wiped out.
Shiv was almost ready when Devri popped back around the corner of the open cottage door, looking perfect. The black cashmere cardigan, vintage Levi’s, and sleek ponytail would make her instantly the best-dressed person in the hardware store, and Shiv teased her about it as they climbed in the flatbed. It took her two seconds to wander off when they got there, as Shiv went through the invoice at the front. Everything was there and correctly priced, which was an undeniable miracle for this particular shop. Shiv scanned the aisles until she found an overdressed American. It didn’t take long.
“Looks like they actually have every part we ordered, and it’s being loaded on the flatbed as we speak.”
Devri nodded absentmindedly and opened the door to a display washing machine. “I didn’t see this on the list of required upgrades, but don’t you think the cottages should have washing machines? They’re not that expensive.” She stepped back to take it in. “Probably because they’re so tiny. Seems like you can’t wedge more than a couple of pairs of jeans in there.”
“You’ve got to start looking around more, American Wonder.” Shiv pulled her phone out of her pocket and brought up a picture of the interior of her cottage. “Okay, the kitchen counter and storage underneath take up the entire back wall of the cottage, right? And there’s the slightly taller door at the far end?”
“Not that I’ve spent more than five minutes in there, but yeah, I guess.”
“Look.” Shiv handed her the phone and pointed. “The taller door on the end is where your washing machine is, along with some sorting and storage shelves above it.” She smiled when Devri’s mouth dropped open and decided it was time to make it worse. “And at the other end, behind this press door—”
“What’s a press door?”
“A…cupboard, I guess.” She looked back to the phone. “Anyway, behind this door, you’ll find your refrigerator. Every cottage has a small fridge under the counter.”
“Shut up!” Devri took a closer look. “Really? Why have you been hiding that fact from me?” Devri smacked Shiv on the arm, which she seemed to think actually hurt, so Shiv stepped back, laughing too hard to even hold up her hands. “You’ve seen me putting my milk outside now for two nights.”
“Well, yeah.” Shiv wiped her eyes, nodded for Devri to follow, and started walking toward the front of the store. “It was too entertaining to tell you to stop. I put it on Instagram, and the hashtag is trending already: #AmericansFeedingFaeries.”
“You better be joking.”
They were almost out the front door to collect the shower kits loaded on the flatbed when an older man in a wool sweater flagged them down. He handed Shiv a card in an envelope and clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Is that Shiv? The wife told me you were back in town, but I almost didn’t recognize you.”
“Mr. Flaherty.” Shiv flashed a genuine smile and offered her hand. “How’re ya keeping?”
“We’re grand. Just sorry we can’t make it to the wake today. Muriel’s been under the weather and didn’t want to take a chance on makin’ everyone ill.” He smiled and squeezed Shiv’s shoulder. “You just tell Nieve we’re sorry. Ya know how fond of her we are, of both of ye.”
Shiv nodded. He rushed off to help someone who’d walked up to the register, and Shiv turned and held the door open for Devri. They’d turned the corner on the sidewalk before she asked.
“What was he talking about?” Her voice was gentle. “Nieve’s your sister, right? I was in the bath when she came with the couch, but I remember you talking about her.”
Shiv nodded, talking herself out of the ridiculous urge to leave everything and run toward the ridge. They picked up the flatbed at the back of the store, and Shiv pulled out to the road without a word and clicked her blinker to turn left toward the cottages.
“A wake is a funeral, right?” Devri’s voice was still soft. “Do you need to go?”
Shiv hit the steering wheel hard with the heels of her hands, remembering too late that she wasn’t alone, but surprisingly, Devri didn’t flinch.
“Sorry.” Shiv rolled down her window to let in the cold air, closing her eyes as it washed over her face. “I should be handling this better.”
She knew she needed to tell Devri what was going on, but how did you explain that the dad you’d never mentioned was dead and no one told you that the wake was today? “It’s complicated. I made Nieve promise she’d tell me when it was, but clearly, that was bullshit.” Shiv hesitated. “I should have known. She’s always tried to protect me.”
“Families are complicated. I get it.” Devri put a soft hand on Shiv’s knee. “Do you need to go to the wake?” She paused. “What time do those usually happen?”
Shiv checked her rearview mirror to be sure no one was behind her. She leaned back in the seat and covered her face with her hands. Her head felt like it was about to explode. “A wake is…” She stopped. There was no way to explain this. “It’s an all-day thing, like.”
Devri looked at her watch, her hand still warm against Shiv’s knee. “Let’s go then.”
Shiv ran her hands back through her hair and looked at Devri. “You’ve got to be kidding. You want to go with me?” She shook her head. “The house’ll be full to bursting with some right eegits. It’s not—”
“Of course I do.” Devri turned in her seat to face Shiv. “Jews have a whole funeral culture because loss is hard, no matter what the history is. No one needs to be going through it on their own.”
“Yeah. The Irish have one of those too.” Shiv rubbed her temples, willing the sharp headache behind them to back the fuck off. “It’s called drinking.”
“I’m not really dressed for a funeral, though.” Devri looked down and smoothed her hands over her cardigan. “Should I go change?”
“Jesus, no. Wakes are…different. There’s a reason we don’t have them in church.” Shiv pulled the truck into first gear, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you’re volunteering for this.” She glanced again at her rearview mirror, started to turn, then stepped hard on the brakes.
She knew she should say something, but she couldn’t look at Devri. Shiv had stopped crying about that bastard a decade ago. There was no reason for the tears burning the fuck out of her eyes, and she had fuck-all words to make it make sense to someone else. Still, Shiv knew she had to say something. Staring out the front window and two words were all she could manage, and it took her a while to say those.
“Thank you.”
She covered Devri’s hand that was still on her knee with her own, then turned the flatbed onto the main road and headed toward the farm.

A few minutes later, they pulled up beside a long stone fence with a white wooden sign near the end, paint peeling at the edges. Moss and flowering ivy had grown around it, but Devri could just make out the faded printing. Byrne Farm. Just beyond that was a sunny yellow farmhouse with a gray shale roof, a collection of stone barns and slightly tilted outbuildings, and what was surely every car in Firnagh. They were all parked as though they’d been shaken in an open hand and scattered across the property.
As they walked toward the house, Devri looked beyond the barn and what she assumed was a temporary onslaught of cars. Rolling layers of vibrant green hills were crisscrossed with more crumbling rock fences, a seemingly endless grid until it ran into a deep blue slice of the ocean, just beyond where the last wall stopped and the ruins of an ancient fortress began.
Shiv stopped her as they got a few yards from the stone walkway that led to the house. “When it rains like it has the last few days, the dirt between the house and the barn turns into a mud slurry.” She swept Devri up into her arms. “And there’s no way in hell I’m going to be responsible for ruining that gorgeous pair of boots.”
Shiv crossed to the path, and Devri smiled, sliding her hands around Shiv’s neck. “If there isn’t a romance-novel cover photographer hidden somewhere, getting this on film, it’s their loss.”
Devri felt Shiv’s whole body tense as they neared the door. She didn’t respond or even smile as she put Devri down, just looked at the front of the house and took a deep breath. “Ready for this, like?”
Shiv didn’t wait for an answer; she just put her hand on the iron crossbar of the door and pushed it open, letting Devri go first. The air was heavy with the homey scent of food she didn’t quite recognize, and as they walked through a tiny mudroom and into the bright kitchen, Devri heard talking from just beyond a closed door. Only one woman was in the kitchen, though, stocky in a fit way, with hair the color of gunpowder. She was slumped in one of the kitchen chairs, wearing a brown canvas work coat and blue pajama bottoms with yellow crescent moons on them. She didn’t even look up as they walked in, just kept swiping at her tears with the mud-streaked sleeve of her coat.
“Nieve!” Shiv hurried around the table and knelt in front of her. “Are ye hurt? Did something happen?”
Nieve didn’t answer, just shook her head and burst into tears again. Most of the hair she’d twisted into a bun had slipped out, and she kept tucking it back behind her ears every few seconds in a desperate little swipe, as if she could just get it to stay tucked behind her ear, everything might be okay. Shiv was still kneeling in front of her and said something that Devri didn’t catch, so she turned around to give them a little privacy. She picked up the electric kettle by the sink that looked like it had just been filled and put it back on its base, clicking the power button at the bottom.
“It’s just…” Nieve started to talk as Shiv got up to sit in the chair beside her. “I thought I’d be grand. I was sure I would be.” Nieve paused, and a tear slipped down her cheek and onto the table. “I mean, today was always going to be rough, but Jaysus.” She rolled her eyes and nodded toward the opposite door. “And fer fuck’s sake, every old lady in the parish arrived an hour early, I wasn’t even done feeding the herds, and now they’re sitting in my living room gossiping about how long it’s taking me to bring out the food.” She looked at the ceiling when one of the ladies on the other side of the door let out a perfectly timed cackle. Nieve shook her head, and when she spoke again, her voice softened as she looked at Shiv. “And Horan’s is late and all, aren’t they? They were supposed to be here two hours ago, and I can’t set food up until he’s laid out. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. They know that, the evil cows.”
The kettle started to boil, and Devri found a row of mugs hanging from underneath the cupboard, along with a metal tea canister. A milk pitcher was sitting by the kettle, and so when it was ready, she poured the same long splash of milk she had seen Shiv add to her own, along with a generous spoon of sugar, and stirred.
“And do ye think that a single one of them brought me a bottle?” Nieve answered her own question by rolling her eyes in the direction of the rafters. “Did they fuck.” She nodded toward the counter that was piled with casserole dishes and foil-covered plates. “Now, if I needed humorless lasagna or a potato bleedin’ coddle to stay alive, I’d be sittin’ in God’s country, but when ya need a splash of whiskey, it’s a feckin’ desert.”
Devri set the tea in front of her and turned back to the counter.
“It’s my own fault. I just didn’t think.” Nieve seemed to lose some steam as she picked up her mug, and her shoulders slumped a bit more. “I should’ve called around to the shop yesterday for some wine and whiskey and bits, but I just ran out of time.”
“Nieve, when you need somethin’, you call me. Ya know that yerself.” Shiv leaned forward on her elbow and ran a tense hand through her hair. “We do this shit together. It didn’t even occur ta me that it could be today.”
“You couldn’t have known.” Nieve let herself be pulled into Shiv’s strong hug and smiled. “But Christ Almighty, I’m glad yer here now.”
The kitchen door swung open, and a wizened old woman in a fuzzy pink cardigan tiptoed in, as if all three of them weren’t staring directly at her. She pulled a spray bottle out of her cardigan and started spritzing the front door and doorframe, crossing herself and whispering piously as she finished, rounded out with a furtive glance at the kitchen cabinets. Then she slipped back into the living room without a word.
“I hate to interrupt.” Devri spoke before she thought the better of it. “But did anyone else just see that, or…?”
“That’s Maeve Dooley. Pain in the hole, so she is.” Nieve rolled her eyes at the closed door. “She’s spritzing the door with holy water, but they’ve really sent her in here ta—”
Shiv shook her head. “See how we’re coming along with the food, the vultures.”
Nieve laughed for the first time, then looked over to Devri. “Is this your American?”
“Nieve, give over. I never said—”
“Yes.” Devri stepped forward with a smile and extended her hand. “My name is Devri Cahn, and I’m so sorry for your loss. Thank you for having me in your home.”
“Well, aren’t you lovely?” Nieve smiled warmly and nodded toward the living-room door. “Five minutes in Ireland, and you’ve just put the lot of those godless heathens to shame.”
Suddenly, the iron-and-oak front door swung open hard enough to hit the opposite wall. A tall, well-built man strode in, then stopped and nervously adjusted his tie. Shiv got up quickly and came to stand with Devri at the counter, who immediately started the kettle again and settled in. This was more excitement than she’d had in ages; she might as well have a little refreshment while she watched the show.
Nieve swiped an anxious hand over her hair and stood. “Fergal—”
“No. Let me.” He walked over to her and pulled her close, wrapping an arm around her waist and tipping her chin up with his thumb. “Baby, I tried to stay away and give you space to get your head ’round things, but I’m not going to let you go through this without telling you that I love you.”
Shiv elbowed Devri lightly and smiled, nodding toward the action.
“I want to be here with ye.” He stroked Nieve’s cheek, pulling her closer. “I want to help you through this, ya stubborn thing.”
Nieve started to speak, then stopped, and Devri held her breath. She was looking up at him like she might bolt if she had a clear path to the door. Devri had already forgotten what Nieve called him, but that man was crazy good-looking. Like, should-be-walking-a-runway gorgeous. Devri realized suddenly she was staring and closed her mouth.
Nieve tried again and managed to get the words out. “I sold the caravan.”
He took a step back, as if her words had punched him in the gut.
Devri leaned close and whispered into Shiv’s ear. “What’s a caravan, and who the hell is this?”
Shiv dragged her gaze away from the drama and smiled. “Fergal is Nieve’s farmhand, used to stay in an old RV out back she had for the help. Scottish. Crazy in love with my sister, apparently.”
“What do ya mean ye sold it?”
“I took your things out, of course. But it’s gone.”
Fergal stepped forward again, holding her face in his hands. “Why would you do that? Can’t ya see I’m in love with you, ye daft lass?”
The door opened, and the same fuzzy cardigan appeared. She took one look at Fergal, still tenderly holding Nieve’s face, and disappeared slowly back where she came from, this time leaving a wide crack in the door.
“I sold it,” Nieve paused, then seemed to melt a bit in his arms, “because I wanted ye to know when you came back…” She bit her lip and looked up, as if the words she needed might be there. “I wanted you to see—”
“That I’m home?” Fergal smiled, tipping his forehead into hers.
“That we’re home.” Nieve locked her gaze to his. “Together.”
A collective sigh came from behind the door that Maeve had left cracked so that she and her friends could watch the play-by-play. Shiv rolled her eyes and whispered to Devri. “Behind the first press door there, you’ll find a stack of rocks glasses. Grab those for me?” She chose a bottle of cordial from the top shelf of the end cabinet, took the glasses Devri handed her, and headed for the living room. The door swung wide open, every one of the women peering around Shiv to get a better look at Fergal.
“Mrs. O’Connell, would ye be so kind as to help me start the refreshments? I know you and the other ladies must be parched.” Shiv flashed an undeniably charming smile. “I so appreciate yer patience while we get things together. Horan’s is late, ya see.”
The door closed behind Shiv, and Devri returned her attention to the action.
“Baby, I’m here now.” Fergal let her go reluctantly and kissed her cheek. “Go upstairs, run a hot bath, and relax. I’ll handle things down here until you’re ready. Take as much time as you need.”
Nieve kissed him again and slipped up a back staircase, much to the apparent disappointment of the viewing gallery on the other side of the kitchen door that was cracked again. Shiv walked back in shortly after, closed the door, and shook her head. “Every one of those women in there knows who I am, and they’re still referring to me as a ‘handsome lad.’ A couple more rounds and they’ll be trying to snog me.”
Fergal laughed and offered his hand. “Hey, Shiv. Sorry to bust in like that.” They did that half handshake, lean-in-and-touch-opposite-shoulders thing that masculine people do and stepped back. “I know she wasn’t planning to tell you about the wake to protect you, but I just couldn’t let her do it alone.”
“Are ya kidding? ’Bout time my sister let herself be happy.” Shiv smiled, accepting the cup of tea that Devri handed her. “You came all the way from Dublin?”
“Hell, no. I never left. I’ve been staying in town. If she needed me, I wanted to be able to be here right away.”
“God, that’s so romantic.” Devri realized suddenly that she’d spoken aloud and turned around quickly, fumbling to turn the kettle off. Fergal laughed, a deep, rolling rumble like far-off thunder, introduced himself, then turned back to Shiv.
“I’ve got a rig full of booze out there, mate, but I’ll need some help carrying it in. I didn’t want her to have to worry about getting it and haulin’ it back to the farm. I may have overdone it, though. It’s gonna take half of Ireland to make a dent.” He took a long swig of his tea and looked toward the kitchen door. “Did you notice if she has a wake table in there yet? Or should we set everything up in here?”
“There’s a wake table, thank baby Jesus, so let’s set up out there and try to keep them out of the kitchen if we can.” Shiv looked at her watch. “I’d imagine in an hour we’ll have twice as many people, and I’d like to keep a space that’s a little quieter for Nieve to retreat to if she needs it.”
“Hey, Shiv.” Fergal seemed to choose his words carefully as they both put their tea down on the table and started toward the door. “She’s told me some about your da.” He nodded toward the truck just visible through the kitchen window. “I brought a pipe and some smoked Highlands tobacco. Just give me a shout when you need it, and we’ll step outside.”
Devri saw the soft gratitude that flashed like light across Shiv’s face and smiled as she watched them walk toward Fergal’s truck.



 
C HAPTER ELEVEN
Shiv held the bag up with one hand as if it might contain toxic waste and managed to drive with the other, checking out both sides as if there might be a warning label. “Now tell me again, what this is?”
It was long after midnight, and a few of the guests had gone home, but the wake, fueled by booze and memories, was still in full swing at the farmhouse. Shiv and Devri had finally bowed out, with Fergal’s assurance that he’d stay up with the guests and make sure that Nieve went to bed at some point, and they’d promised to come back the next day to help clean up.
“It’s only a cornucopia of American goodness.” Devri tried to say it with a serious face and almost pulled it off. They parked the hay truck by the cottages, still loaded down with the shower sets in the back, and walked up the path. “But shouldn’t we bring those shower kits in? They could get stolen out there.”
“God, no. People know I’m here. They wouldn’t dare. They’re on the ocean side of the cottages, anyway. No one no one will even see them.”
Devri turned the unlocked doorknob and flipped on the light. She’d abandoned the idea of carrying those keys around by the second day. It felt weird to just leave her house unlocked, but Shiv had a point. The road to the cottages was a dead end, and unless someone had a reason to come down this far, most of the traffic was tourists taking pictures of the sea from the walkway. She left the door open and put her bag on the kitchen island, then turned around at her wide-open door.
“Um…” She stepped outside and looked around the doorframe into Shiv’s cottage. “Are you going to make me eat by myself over there?”
“Fine.” Shiv laughed, then picked up her bag and followed Devri back to her door. “Besides, I may need your help to know what the hell I’m eating. Just my luck that the American takeaway place was the only one open.”
“Why do they even have a place like that here, anyway?” Devri pulled two bottles of beer out of her fridge and opened them, sliding one across to Shiv. “Do that many of us come to Ireland?”
“God, yes. We’re flooded with loud hordes of ye wearing ballcaps and trainers.” Shiv held up a cardboard container filled with fried pickles like it might explode in her hand. “Remind me what this is?”
“Here.” Devri settled onto the stool beside her and dug into the bottom of her bag until she found the sauce container she was looking for. “You have to try them dipped in ranch.”
“I’d ask what ‘ranch’ is, but I’m afraid you’ll tell me.” Shiv shrugged off her jacket and smoothed it over a barstool, then dipped the first piece into the dressing. She looked at it more closely before she popped it into her mouth. “Holy Mary. Is this a gherkin?”
Devri didn’t answer, just pulled her hot dog out of the bag and drizzled it with mustard and relish. When she looked back over to Shiv, she already had the next fried pickle in her hand and had scooted the dressing from the middle over to her side.
“Right. I don’t want to give you a big head, but this might be the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”
“Ha!” Devri smiled, pulling a paper boat of jalapeño poppers out of her bag with another to-go cup of ranch. “I knew you’d love them. Who doesn’t love fried pickles?”
“Only psychopaths, clearly.” Shiv got up and shut the front door, then stopped at the hearth on the way back to open the two round, white doors to the left of it. Whatever was in there, she seemed excited to see it.
“What is that little cubbyhole, anyway? I’ve been meaning to look in there, but we’ve been too busy.”
“It’s called a hearth box. It’s where you can store a small stack of wood and fire-building supplies, so you don’t have to go outside in the rain every time you need a log.” She opened the doors wider and stepped out of the way so Devri could see that it was still stocked with about six logs and some smaller wood pieces. “We’ll need to call and get some wood delivered tomorrow, but this will take the chill out of the air tonight. They must have forgotten to clear these out.”
She joined Devri again at the island and took the fried jalapeño she offered. That was a hit as well, and Devri realized she might be at risk of losing all the ranch to the Irish side of the kitchen island. They’d realized on the way home that they hadn’t eaten much that day, just a triangle sandwich here and there and the odd cookie or cracker combo guests brought to the house in storage containers. It had been a full-time job keeping the guests served—flat-out impossible if Margaret hadn’t showed up with the serving trays she used for her open houses, as well as all the soft white bread and homemade sandwich fillings they could possibly need. The guests seemed thrilled with finger food and the endless supply of booze but mowed through them at an alarming rate when the room started getting crowded, so she’d been a godsend.
Thankfully, most of the guests stayed in the living room and chatted, holding glasses of wine or whiskey and talking about anyone out of earshot, so they had the kitchen free to assemble sandwiches, cut them into perfect, crustless triangles, and hand them off to Nieve to pass around to the guests in the other room, along with some other nibbles that Devri and Margaret managed to put together with the supplies she brought.
At first, the wake seemed similar to a regular funeral reception, and Devri had just relaxed into what she needed to do to help everything run smoothly when she heard a knock at the door. Nieve looked up at Shiv, and they seemed to know to answer it together, and stepped outside for a few minutes. When Shiv came back in, she and Fergal moved the kitchen table back a few feet, and then Fergal opened both the entry doors and the door to the living room. Everyone in the place seemed to understand what was happening and moved to the outside edges of the room without a word.
Devri shook her head, popping the last bit of hot dog into her mouth. “I still can’t believe they brought a dead body through the kitchen while we were making sandwiches.”
“And about feckin’ time, too.” Shiv hadn’t said anything at the time, but Devri recognized the stress on her face now. “The funeral home should’ve had him there in the early morning to be laid out. Before anyone arrived. I heard the priest say at some point he wasn’t even sure the poor bastard would even make it to his own wake.” Shiv arched an eyebrow. “I noticed you stayed in the kitchen after that point, not that I blame you.”
“I’m sorry. I just couldn’t—”
“I just teasin’ ya, mind.” Shiv reached out and tucked a lock of hair behind Devri’s ear. “A dead person in the room with people eating and singing, cracking jokes next to an open casket…it must seem dead strange if yer used to a more formal setup.” She balled up the paper packaging and dropped it into the trash beside the island. “It was lovely, actually, to see you in the kitchen every time I came back through the door from the craziness.” She paused, tracing a scrape in the wooden island with her fingertip. It was a while before she continued, and Devri let the silence settle between them. “You didn’t have to help. You never even met my dad. But you and Margaret made sandwiches and tea for hours.” Shiv met Devri’s eyes. She looked tired suddenly. “I won’t forget it.”
Devri wanted to ask how Shiv felt, or if she wanted to talk about her dad, but she’d seen enough that day to know that wasn’t how people went about things here.
“So, what did Margaret and I miss while we were in the kitchen? From the sound of it, I’d guess it was quite a bit.”
“God almighty.” Shiv rubbed her forehead with the heel of her hand and looked as if she was trying to narrow down the selection. “Well, I’d have to say the highlight was Mrs. O’Leary whipping off her blouse to show the priest the new set of tits she got in Magaluf last winter.”
“Holy shit.” Devri dropped her head into her hands and looked up again from between her fingers. “Please tell me you’re making that up.”
“No, ma’am. I wish I was.” Shiv gathered Devri’s trash as well and wiped down the island. “Or maybe old Moira Higgins holding up her whiskey glass and singing, ‘Sweet, sweet whiskey, yer me only lover now.’ And that was it. Apparently, that was the only line to the song, and she sang it for the duration.” Shiv laughed, then leaned down to look in Devri’s refrigerator. “We’re going to have to take this conversation over to my cottage, Ms. Cahn.”
“And why is that?”
“Because the only beer you have left in here is something called,” she lifted the can, “American Pale Ale.”
“Oh. That stuff is great. I—”
“Let me put this another way.” Shiv flashed a smile. “It’s getting cold enough in here to freeze the new set of O’Leary tits off, and I have both a couch and the skills to build a fire.”
“Well, when you put it like that.” Devri laughed against her will and got up off her barstool. “But you’d better have wine over there.”
A few minutes later, Devri was settled on the couch with a glass of rosé, wearing one of Shiv’s wool sweaters that she’d insisted she didn’t need, only to have her drop it in her lap anyway. She pulled her feet underneath her, listening to the wind scrape the jet-black windows, etching icy triangles of frost in the northern corners of the panes. She had to think for a moment to remember it was May, deep into spring, when ordinarily she’d grab every opportunity to bask in the sun in Central Park. But somehow, the cold here was growing on her. For the last few mornings, she’d taken her coffee out to sit in the spot at the edge of the ridge, wrapped up in a coat, where they’d been the first night. The daylight on the horizon always seemed scrubbed clean of the day before, with a brittle crispness to it, as if it had been there all night, waiting for her to step out and watch it unfold.
She watched as Shiv lit the first twigs in the fireplace, then added some branches she’d snapped over her knee and, finally, one of the dry, split logs she’d dug out of the little wood closet, or whatever she’d called it. Devri felt herself sinking deeper into the warm leather couch with every red-gold spark and crackle, the hazy thought occurring to her that it must be nearly dawn.
Shiv sank down beside her and pulled Devri’s legs over her own. Devri lay with her head against the armrest, staring into the fire, Shiv covering both of her knees with one hand. “I think I’ve realized something.”
“Well, given the day we’ve had,” Shiv leaned her head back on the couch and smiled, “I’m almost afraid to ask what it is.”
“Fair point.” Devri smiled. “But I spent all day at an Irish wake, closest thing here to a funeral, and I didn’t see one person give you or Nieve that look.” She paused, trying to think of how to describe it. “The one they give you right before they say ‘…if there’s anything I can do.’”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, Jewish funerals are a bit different, but a typical funeral in my country is a very depressing, somber day, where everyone gets up and says a few words about the deceased and cries over them at the pulpit, while most people in the audience are counting down the minutes until they can leave and post it on social media—”
“Fuckin’ hell. That sounds awful.”
“And then there’s a receiving line, where you have to say something to every single person who came to the funeral, and all the guests say something generic back, like what I just said to you.” She paused. “I think they don’t know what to say, but that’s the point. We’ve all just stopped talking to each other.”
Shiv lifted Devri’s glass off the pine feed crate she’d brought from the farm to use as a coffee table and handed it to her.
Devri thought for a moment before she continued. “There’s such a focus in my country on going to therapy, and I’m not saying that isn’t helpful, but I think we might all be so sad and overwhelmed because we’re isolating ourselves from each other.” She took a sip of her wine and handed it back to Shiv. “We go to work, then go home every night and watch TV instead of talk. Couples are constantly on their phones, even in restaurants. No one is talking to each other anymore.”
“No one bursting in and declaring their love while you’re hosting a wake in your pajamas?”
“Nothing that romantic ever happens to me.” Devri laughed at the memory of the fleece crescent-moon pajamas and the single piece of hay still stuck in Nieve’s hair. “I don’t seem to bring that out in people.”
“If I had to guess,” Shiv took a sip of Devri’s wine and leaned back, staring at the rafters, “I’d say you’re the boss in your relationships. Most of your energy is focused on them, and their energy is…also focused on them.”
“Good guess.” Devri gave her a look and took her wineglass back. “And now I’m depressed. Thanks for that.”
“If it makes you feel better, my love life is usually nonexistent.”
“Are you forgetting I was there for that little slice of drama in the pub that first night?” Devri paused, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. “Rose, right? She looked pretty fond of you.”
Shiv got up to toss another log on the fire, then stayed to make sure the wood caught and flames followed the sparks up the chimney. “I don’t doubt she is, but my sex life and my love life are two different things.”
“Ah, yes. That’s starting to align better with that reputation I heard about.” Devri hesitated just slightly before she continued. “So have you ever been in love?”
Shiv sat back down and looked longingly over her shoulder at the kitchen cabinets. “I’m starting to wish I had whiskey in this wineglass.”
“But you have to have been in love once, right?”
“Once.” Shiv ran a tense hand through her hair. “And I made sure it never happened again.”
“Look.” Devri sat up and pointed through the window by the door. “Do you see that?”
“Seriously?” Shiv downed the rest of the wine and arched an eyebrow. “You’re just now noticing the Atlantic Ocean out there?”
“I meant that dawn is breaking over the water. God.” Devri straddled Shiv slowly and whispered in her ear. “Are you always this cynical?”
“Devri.” Shiv met her gaze as she ran her palms up Devri’s thighs, then wrapped her ass in her hands. Hard. “You have no idea the fire you’re playing with here.”
“I’ve heard.” Devri leaned closer, dragging the words across the strong slope of Shiv’s neck. “Funny that. So far, I’ve seen neither smoke nor fire.”
Shiv stood up, wrapped Devri’s legs around her waist, then walked to the door and backed her up against it. She ran her tongue up the slope of Devri’s neck and pulled her earlobe into her mouth, stroking every curve before she let it go. She also made damn sure Devri felt the scrape of her teeth as she did.
“Be careful what you ask for.” Shiv anchored Devri against the door with her hips, her hand at the base of Devri’s throat as she brushed the warmth of her breath, achingly slowly, across her ear one more time. “Because I’ll give it to you.”

Shiv slid a glossy catalog across the table to Devri the next morning, stirring sugar into her tea with her other hand. Devri sat back in the café booth, buttoning her jean jacket over her scarf with a little shiver.
“I have to get some real clothes. I know it’s supposed to be spring, but apparently, Ireland didn’t get the message.” She softened then, and her eyes crinkled around the corners as she smiled. “But I love it, actually. I’ve never understood how people live in places like LA and New Mexico, where it’s constantly hot. But having the right clothes seems to be the key to actually enjoying the onslaught of Irish weather.”
“Bad weather is a myth,” Shiv said. “There is no bad weather, just unfortunate clothing choices.” She paused. “Right. Well, you can get some around here, but you’ll end up looking like someone’s granny and never have sex again—”
Devri launched her spoon at Shiv in response, only to have Shiv catch it in midair and drop it back into her tea with a clink.
“Or we can take a trip into Galway and get you whatever your little heart desires.” Shiv nodded as the server settled their breakfast plates on the table and shrugged. “I mean, it’s not Bergdorf’s, mind, but we’ll do our best to get you sorted and looking like a Galway girl.”
“How the hell do you know about that?”
Shiv buttered her toast and stuck the end of it in the ramekin of baked beans on her plate. “Couldn’t sleep. Googled you.” She took a bite and looked appreciatively at her food. “Very enlightening, actually.”
Devri pushed her plate away and sat back in her seat. “Fantastic. I was enjoying everyone not knowing my business for once.”
“Relax.” Shiv pushed her plate back to its spot with her fingertip. “I’m not interested in what you or your family do for a living.” She smiled. “Although it does explain your impeccable taste in clothes.”
“Whatever.” Devri speared a bit of fried tomato and mushroom onto her fork and peered over it. “I’m up for Galway if you are.”
“Great. I’ll call Nieve and see if I can drive Bessie.”
“Listen.” Devri shook her head and transferred her fried egg to her toast. “Whatever you get up to with this Bessie is your own business, but—”
“It’s my sister’s Land Rover.” Shiv smiled, arching an eyebrow. “Which I know you know.”
“Fine. When do you want to go?”
“Well, good thing I popped into the hardware store on the way and got the plumbing catalog. Remember when you asked me how many things on the update list I could knock out and which ones I couldn’t?”
“Right.” Devri picked up the catalog and thumbed through the kitchen faucets. “And you said there were two. One was the thatching. What was the other one?”
“The toilets.” Shiv cut her rasher into pieces and looked up. “I mean, I could replace the gravity toilets with the modern standard ones the building inspector requires, but I just don’t want to.” She poured HP sauce into a pool on her plate. “Trust me, neither one of us wants to tackle that.”
“Holy hell.” Devri tossed the catalog back to Shiv like it was on fire. “I can’t even look at toilets, and I sure as hell don’t want to have a discussion over breakfast about them.”
Shiv sipped her tea and watched as Devri stared out the window, suddenly looking like breakfast was the last thing she needed. “What’s wrong with you? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”
“Look. Everyone has their one thing they just can’t deal with, and this is mine. So, if the toilets have to be replaced, I’m not your girl.” She dug in her bag for a tin of tablets and popped three into her hand. “And no, I don’t want to talk about it.”
Shiv copped on pretty quickly that any attempt at banter would go down like a screen door on a submarine, so she changed tack and slipped the catalog onto the seat beside her and out of sight.
“Fine. I’ll take care of it. But it’s every cottage, including both of ours—” Devri glanced again at the window like she was going to bolt, so Shiv moved it along.
“So, let’s get the plumbers in here to do the job while we’re in Galway, and I’ll get the thatchers down to look at the outshots at the same time.” She crossed her silverware on her plate and pushed it to the edge of the table. “Job done.”
“No chance. I spent two days after the auction calling around to everyone from here to Dublin. The soonest any plumber had availability was approximately the day my visa expired, and the thatchers said the same thing.” She warmed up her tea from the pot on the table. “Can’t be done.”
“When do you want to go to Galway?”
“I just told you—”
It was an effort for Shiv not to roll her eyes. She just managed it. Only just. “When?”
“I don’t know. Ideally maybe tomorrow? I don’t even know why you’re asking, though. I’m telling you, I talked to every one of them and…”
Shiv got out her phone and dialed, smiling at the server as she came to refill the teapot with boiling water. “Hiya, is that Jack? Shiv. Yeah, yeah, I’m grand.” She laughed, running a hand through her hair. “Aye, it was good to see ya at the pub the other night, too. Yer missus is looking gorgeous, as usual. Still don’t know what the hell she’s doin’ wit you.” She paused. “Hey. Ya wouldn’t have time to do a quick job fer me, would ya? Maybe over the next day or two?” She held the line as he went to get his schedule, enjoying the red patches rising from Dev’s neck to her cheeks. “Yeah. It’s the cottages. The ones that went up fer auction recently. We have to update the toilets to spec. It should just be a pull-and-replace job, and I can make sure the new units are at Ian’s to pick up. Ya wouldn’t be able to send your crew tomorrow, would ya?”
Devri leaned forward on her elbows, her gaze fixed on Shiv.
“Grand, grand. Let me make sure Ian has the stock at hand, but let’s plan on tomorrow morning, yeah? I’ll text ya.” Shiv laughed, holding her palm out when Devri’s head started to look like it might explode. “There’s nine cottages, so there are. I’ll make sure there’s beer in every one of ’em for yer crew.” Shiv raised an eyebrow, and Dev nodded reluctantly, then turned back to the window. “Right then, I’ll text ya the details on the stock later today, and we’ll get it started tomorrow. I’ll be up in Galway, so I’ll be outta your hair, but I’ll just be on the other end of the line if you need me.” Shiv took her time saying her good-byes and clicked the phone off.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me with this.”
“No, ma’am.” Shiv laid her card on the bill, and the server picked them up. “That’s not my style, or haven’t you noticed that?”
“Which one was that?”
“Malone Plumbing. He’s the one with the biggest crew. He can spare a few of them for a job, and I know him from school, so—”
“Unbelievable.” Shiv’s card was placed on the end of the table, and the server lingered long enough to touch Shiv’s hand as she handed back the signed ticket, which didn’t seem to be lost on Devri. “I spent a half hour on the phone with that guy telling him all about the cottages, then waited three days for him to get back to me to just tell me he couldn’t squeeze me in. What the hell? I couldn’t have been nicer. Is it because I’m a woman?”
“Think about that one for a second.” Shiv lowered her voice as she guided Devri through the tables and out the front door, hoping they’d be able to make it before the American’s head exploded into red, white, and blue shrapnel. “I’ll show you my driving license if that helps you cop on quicker.”
“God, sorry. Obviously, you’re a woman, too.” Devri stopped in the street outside, tourists streaming past them on both sides, a rare, wide beam of sunlight glazing her hair with gold. “I’m just angry, and I don’t know why, exactly. I’m not doing a good job explaining it.”
Shiv guided her into a mostly empty wineshop to check out the beer supply in the back. Two birds and all. “Dev. From the looks of it, all you have to do is snap your fingers, and shit gets done in Manhattan, correct?”
“Well, I mean…” Devri looked anywhere but Shiv. “I wouldn’t put it like that, exactly.”
Shiv waited, then glanced at her watch.
“Fine.” Devri almost smiled but caught herself just in time. “Correct.”
“And one day you decide to take this huge risk in a country you’ve never been in.” Shiv scooted a case of Beamish aside and silently counted the cases in the row. Perfect. One for each cottage. “So, you call up Paddy Malone, explain what you need, and he treats you like you’ve asked him to contribute a month’s wages to a charity. Then he waits three days to get back to you, only to fob you off with no reason.”
Devri looked a bit stunned. “That’s exactly what happened.”
Shiv headed for the woman at the register in front, holding her hand behind her for Devri, which she took, surprisingly. Shiv filled out a delivery slip, put her card down on it, then turned back to Devri.
“Why wouldn’t you be angry? You’re being treated like you’re not important because you present as very feminine and very American.”
“You think the American thing was a factor?”
The older saleswoman with a nametag that said Peach handed Shiv back the slip. “A business in Firnagh?”
“Aye.” Shiv nodded as she signed. “Let’s call it Lad Central Plumbing.”
“Fair play, now. The American t’ing is a handicap there, fer sure.”
Devri dropped her head into her hands and sighed. “Do you sell single bottles of beer?”
It took Peach exactly two seconds to reach under the counter and come back up with three frosty cans. She popped the top on Devri’s first and pushed it in her direction. “Get that down yer neck. That’ll help.”
Devri laughed and held her can up to clink with Peach’s and Shiv’s, then took a long swig. “All right. Now that we’ve established the problem, how do I get around it?”
“Beat them at their own game, love.” Peach leaned onto the counter. “You may sound American, not much we can do about that, but if yer doin’ business in Ireland, you’ve got ta treat ’em like an Irish woman would, and they’ll soon snap back in line. You were probably far too nice.”
“Oh, right. Easy.” Devri stepped back from the counter and scanned a couple of shelves beside the register as if looking for something. “Is there a manual for that? Or do they only raffle those off every hundred years or so on St. Patrick’s Day?”
Shiv laughed so hard she had to wipe her eyes, and Peach smiled, hand over heart as if her own child had tossed the training wheels off her bike and rocketed down the street.
“Ah. I’d say she’s got a little o’ us in her, all right.” She gave Devri a genuine smile and handed Shiv’s card back. “You’ll cop on soon enough. The Irish are known for our scathing banter, yet we’re the kindest people in the world.”
“How do those two things coexist?”
“Stick around, love.” She winked at Shiv and turned back to Devri. “And in the meantime, let this one make yer calls for ya. No one’s ever accused a Byrne of gunnin’ fer Mother Theresa’s job.”



 
C HAPTER TWELVE
“I almost don’t know what to do with this tiny key card. What am I going to do without ten pounds of brass keys in my bag?”
Devri held up the card that they’d picked up at the reception desk in the Corrib House, a slightly haunted-looking B&B overlooking the river in Galway. It was tall and narrow, engulfed in ivy and slightly tilted, but it leaned away from the dark river rushing below, which was good enough for Devri. They were lucky to get it at all because of the music festival in Galway that night. It was the only room available, and only because she’d called after a last-minute cancellation.
The room had gunmetal gray silk and velvet wallpaper in a baroque pattern and unusually tall ceilings covered in distressed white tin plates. A hot-pink velvet couch was tucked underneath a Victorian bay window overlooking the river, alongside unsmiling pictures of Irish women from centuries past printed on metal daguerreotype plates dangling from black velvet ribbons. It also had only one bed. The person she’d booked with on the phone had assured her there would be two, but she knew it was futile to ask about an alternative. He’d mentioned that Galway was booked to the brim for the festival, and judging by the traffic as they’d driven into the heart of the city, he wasn’t wrong.
“Well, at least you won’t have that problem much longer.”
Devri unzipped her bag and looked over her shoulder at Shiv, who’d found a hat hook for her fedora on the side of the freestanding oak wardrobe.
“And why would that be?”
“Because the thatcher coming tomorrow to look at the roofs is a locksmith as well. I’m having him change the locks for ya while we’re gone.” Shiv hung her shirts up in the wardrobe, folding the rest carefully on the shelves above. “I told him to just pry off those engraved brass lock plates that are there now and toss them. They’ve been on there for a hundred years or so, so may as well update them to something more neutral. He asked what we wanted instead, and I told him big standard American-style doorknobs would be grand.”
Devri bit her lip and focused on hanging up her clothes in the other wardrobe. The keys weren’t so bad. They were beautiful, for one thing, with dings and dents and all the hidden history that made them so heavy. They’d grown on her, like the cottages, and she was suddenly annoyed. Shiv should have asked before she just discarded them like so much trash.
Shiv found the minibar inside an antique secretary’s desk, and Devri saw her peer into it out of the corner of her eye. She took a breath and turned around, the words scattering across the black hardwood floor before she had a chance to catch them.
“I wish you’d asked.”
“About what?” Shiv rifled around in one of the desk drawers and found a wine opener. She pulled a bottle of white wine out of the bar and cut off the foil as she looked up at Devri. “You hate those keys.”
Devri turned back around, taking out the last of her clothes to stash on the shelves of the wardrobe. It wasn’t worth it. Shiv was right; she’d complained countless times about the keys. Modern locks with a single master key would be easier, and easily a better choice for flipping the property to someone using them for nightly rentals, but something about that handful of brass had settled into her heart while she wasn’t looking. “It’s just—”
“It’s just that you like them now, against yer will?”
She turned to find Shiv was behind her, holding out a glass of pale-gold wine.
“I mean, maybe.” Devri took it and sipped, trying to wrap words around a total lack of logic. “I guess they’ve grown on me.”
Shiv smiled, poured herself a glass, and came back to where Devri was standing at the wardrobe. She leaned in, almost to her ear, and whispered, “Good thing, because I was lying.”
“What?” Devri pulled back just in time to see Shiv wink and walk away. A cool rush of relief swept over her, quickly replaced by more annoyance. “Why would you say that?”
“To show you that Ireland might be sinking into your soul a little bit.” Shiv sat on the bed and took off her watch, laying it out on the marble end table. “Watch yourself, American Wonder. We tend to do that while you’re not looking.”
“Sounds dangerous.” Devri walked slowly over and edged her knee between Shiv’s thighs, fingertips light and warm on her shoulders. “I’ll have to—”
A resonant crack of thunder shook the last words from her mouth, followed quickly by a flash of lightning over the water that glazed the window with a gold slick of light. Shiv grabbed her phone and pulled up the forecast.
“I know I promised to show you my favorite Galway pubs tonight, but it looks like we’re going to get hammered by some serious coastal weather.” She walked to the window and looked into the clouds rolling in like sudden smoke, blurring the bay in the distance. “It’ll be rainin’ stair rods out there in five minutes.” She took her coat back out of the closet and shrugged it over her shoulders, dropping her phone back in her pocket.
“You’re not going out there in that, are you?” Devri looked out the window again, but it was already blurred by rain. “Wait. I’ll go with you.”
“The fuck you will. You don’t have the clothes for this kind of weather yet.” Shiv stopped, her hand on the doorknob, and looked back at Devri. “Are you okay? You’re pale.”
Devri sat down on the bed and pulled her cardigan tighter around her, then wrapped her arms around her knees. “I’m fine.” She glanced out the window again as the chandelier above them flickered. “Totally fine.”
Shiv smiled as she sat back down on the bed. “Tell me what’s going on. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“It’s just…” Devri looked out the window again but thought the better of it when she realized the panes were rattling in the frames. “It’s not like this in New York. Maybe because there are so many buildings the wind doesn’t whip around like this, or maybe it’s just different, but the weather here is savage. It’s a little scary.”
“I forget what it must be like for someone who isn’t used to it.” Shiv held Devri’s face in her hand. “I don’t know if this makes you feel better, but I wouldn’t leave you if you weren’t safe here.”
Devri paused to consider her options. “If you’re going to get me food and maybe some chocolate, I’ll try to still be alive when you get back.”
Shiv looked at her watch and then the door. “Well, I was planning on doing a drug run, but sure, I can stop by the chippy on the way back. Cocaine isn’t time sensitive.” Devri smacked her on the arm, and she laughed. “Fine. I’ll do the drug run later. What do you feel like eating?”
“Those taco chips were to die for. I may or may not have been thinking about them in the middle of the night since.” She paused, wishing she’d taken a closer look at the menu that first night in Firnagh. “But barring that, maybe just something I haven’t had before. Something you love.”
“Well, that’ll be easy. I love most things chippy.” Shiv stood and buttoned her coat to the collar. “I spent most of my seventeenth year eating their leftovers.” She glanced out the window on the way to the door. “Listen, if the lights go out, call down to the front desk and let them know. These old buildings are unpredictable, and they’ll have candles to bring to the room.”
Devri locked the door behind Shiv and took an obscenely long shower, then slipped into the navy sueded-silk pajamas she’d been too tired to find in her cottage for the last week. She’d just walked into the main room to find her wineglass when her phone rang. A video call from Lonnie. This should be interesting. He wasn’t a video-call kind of guy, or at least he hadn’t been before he decided to blow up his life.
Devri settled in on the fuchsia velvet couch, wineglass in hand. Her brother popped up on the screen, interestingly enough, sitting on her couch in her apartment in Manhattan.
“Look, Dev, I know this is sudden, and I hope you don’t feel like I’ve invaded your privacy, but—”
“Don’t be silly.” Devri tucked her feet underneath her and reached for the quirky black-and-white houndstooth blanket on the back of the couch. “You have a key for a reason. I’m glad you’re checking on the place.”
“Actually, I’m calling to ask for a favor.” He took a breath and a swig of the beer in his hand. “I sold my apartment, as you know, and I was all for renting another one, but then I started thinking…”
“Tell me.”
Lonnie’s smile looked like pure happiness, one she hadn’t seen for years. Since they were kids, really. “I have something to show you first.” He reached into his inner jacket pocket and took out a black velvet box.
“Oh my God. Is that the ring?”
“Yes, and you have to tell me what you really think. I’m doing this once in my life. Raziel is the one, and I want to get it right.”
“Wait, before you show me, did Mom not give you Grandma’s ring?”
“I don’t know if she would have if I’d pressed the issue, but I just couldn’t, as much as I wanted the ring to be something meaningful, something to connect our two families. I talked to Dad about it, and he said I had no business thinking about rings at all until I asked her father for permission to marry her.”
“Fair point. I hadn’t even thought about it.” Devri sipped the last of her wine, excitement building in her chest. “So, what happened?”
“Honestly, I’ve never been that nervous in my life. But he couldn’t have been more welcoming. Out of the blue, he disappeared into his study and came back with a ring that had belonged to his mother. I hadn’t even told him about Grandma’s ring, and then the penny dropped.”
“Dad called him, right?”
“Turns out they know each other from college but had just lost touch. Dad met Raziel last week and put two and two together. Now I think they both might be more excited about this wedding than I am about proposing.”
“Lonnie. Jesus. Show me the ring.” Devri threw her head back dramatically and looked to the ceiling. “I’m dying over here. If I can’t have the fairy tale in my own life, I’m sure as hell going to roll around in yours for a while and pretend.”
Lonnie opened the ring box and put it up to the phone. The ring was breathtaking. Its cushion-cut center stone, about three carats from the looks of it, was surrounded by a yellow gold pavé band.
“That’s the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen.” Devri felt herself tearing up as she looked back to her brother. “Are those canary diamonds in the pavé setting?”
“Yes. I bought the center stone for her with advice from her girlfriends. Thank you for that, by the way. But I chose those canary diamonds from the ring her father gave me, as well as using the gold for the band, because she’s just brought sunshine into my life. She’s literal sunshine.” He choked up slightly and cleared his throat. “I just wanted you to see it before it all happens.”
“You’re going to ask her soon?”
“I am. And her parents are already organizing an engagement party. Mom refuses to go, but Dad and my new father-in-law are having the times of their lives doing all the planning. It’s pretty cute, actually.”
“So, you mentioned a favor. What can I do?”
“Just call Mom. Please.” Lonnie’s voice cracked, and he ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t want to get married without her.”
“Deep down, I know she wants to fix this. She’s just too stubborn to think about what she’s doing.” Devri tried to sound more positive than she felt. “I’ll call her.”
“Thanks, sis.” Lonnie slipped the ring box back into his jacket pocket. “And if that weren’t enough, can I stay in your apartment until the wedding? It’ll be this fall. Her mother is in charge of that, apparently, and Orthodox engagements aren’t long. And obviously, Raziel will be living at home until the wedding, so it’s just going to be me.” He stopped to take a breath. “And I’ll be happy to take over utilities and whatever else. I don’t want to rent some bachelor pad and then take her back there after the wedding. I want us to be able to shop for a real home together so she can choose what she likes. A family home.”
“And what makes you think I’m not coming back to NYC before September?”
“Because I know you.” He smiled, leaning back on her sofa. “And Dad tells me stuff.”
“Whatever.” Devri couldn’t even say it without laughing. “I don’t want to talk about it yet. Mostly because I don’t have a clue what I’m doing.”
Lonnie glanced at the clock on her apartment wall and rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Well, it’s almost dinnertime here, so I’m going to head into the kitchen and check out the stack of takeout menus.”
“I need to know all the details when you ask her, okay?” Devri paused, almost afraid to ask. “Hey. Tell me the truth. What was the last cigarette you smoked?”
“The one I put out on the roof the last time we talked.”
“Jesus. You are in love.”
“Just now figuring that out? Try to keep up, Dev.” Lonnie winked and clicked off the phone.
Devri leaned back into the couch. What in the world does Dad know that I don’t?

Shiv juggled the takeaway bags under her arm and dug for the room key in her jacket pocket. No luck. She shook the rain off the hood of her coat and knocked. Devri answered the door and took the bags while Shiv hung up her coat. She turned back around to see Devri with damp hair and a pair of silk pajamas that clung to every curve. Her body was exactly what made Shiv weak. Curvy ass, tight waist, and small, perfect tits that she’d never seen this…bare. A single layer of silk draped lightly against them, her skin still flushed from the shower. Fantastic. The only girl in the world I can’t touch, and she looks like…that.
“What—” Devri opened the bag and sniffed, then turned again to Shiv. “Are you staring at?”
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Shiv ran a hand through her hair and shrugged off her coat, hanging it on the hook near the door. “I’m supposed to just walk in and pretend you don’t look hot as fuck?”
Devri smiled, and Shiv watched a flush travel from her cheeks down to her neck. “So what’s in this? I can’t see anything, it’s all wrapped in paper.”
“Feel free to unpack it over there on the coffee table. I’m going to get out of these wet clothes and try to convince myself you’re wearing a parka while I do it.”
Shiv grabbed some black joggers and a snug white tee and went to the toilet to change. She stared into the mirror as she was pulling her wet clothes off, reminding herself that she was on the edge of getting everything she wanted. If she could actually get the cottages back…it might make the storm of her past, that dark goddamn cloud hovering behind her every time she turned around, disappear. The last thing she needed right now was a romantic complication. She’d tossed the contract off the damn ridge, the one that might have given her a safety net, and now she was starting to wish she hadn’t.
She pulled the tee over her head and looked at herself in the mirror. She was stronger now, all broad shoulders and masculine angles, but she still felt like the same person she’d been the day she arrived in Dublin more than a decade ago, dragging her duffel bag off the dirty bus stopped at O’Connell Street. She remembered the smell of rain rising like steam off the Liffey, and the difference between the smell of the bakeries on the high street at dawn and the dank scent of the alley behind them at midnight, where she waited for them to toss the surplus from the day into the bins. She remembered her bag digging into her shoulder as she looked at every church arch to see if she might be able to sleep there unnoticed and trying every door on rural outbuildings she’d found on the wrong side of the river.
Her goal was always to pass one more night without having to spend the wad of money she made sure was still in her bag a thousand times a day, like a touchstone, the only thing between her and having to return to Firnagh.
It’d gotten better, of course. She’d learned that the gym was key to not looking like a girl to the wrong people, that letting yourself feel things only lessened your focus, and eventually, that crime made her feel powerful, but, in truth, she was just limiting her future choices. She’d lived through enough to know everything she had, even now, could disappear in an instant—the safety, the money, the chance to build a richer, bulletproof life—so she told herself every day to keep her head down and not take any chances. And she’d done it. All she needed to do was come out of this shit show with her cottages, but it was getting more complicated by the minute. She took a breath, the knob cold and silent under her hand as she rested her forehead on the door.
Fucking lot of good it’ll do me if I let myself get feelings for that girl out there. The one that holds all the cards. Everything could go pear-shaped in an instant, and then I’ll lose the cottages forever. She made herself say the words out loud. The only ones that mattered. “Eyes on the prize, Shiv.”
Thunder clapped again, drowning her words, and Shiv heard the rain ramp up again from the inside of the bathroom. She straightened her shoulders and opened the door to see Devri cross-legged on the sofa, dipping a chip on a tiny wooden fork into a ramekin of gravy. She looked up and bit off the very end of it, like it might be radioactive, then glanced out the window behind her.
“I need you.”
“I don’t doubt that.” Shiv sank down on the couch and arched an eyebrow. “What do you have in mind?”
“Not like that, you cretin.” Dev pointed at the paper boat of chips and sausage, then over to the fish. “What is this stuff? Fish, I’m guessing?”
“The sausage is called a Saveloy, which is unique. I’d be surprised if there’s anything like it in the States. It’s spicy, to say the least, but no one really knows what’s in it. Delicious, though. Just the thing on the way home from the pub on a Saturday night out.”
“I love sausage, so we’re good there.” Devri held up the ramekin. “Does the gravy go over it?”
“Excellent guess. Points for the American.” Shiv topped up their glasses of wine and settled back on the sofa. “The other is just fried haddock and chips. My favorite.” She grabbed a wooden fork in the chip boat and loaded it up, eyeing her phone as a text pinged, then turned it over without looking. “There’s also mushy peas and a side of curry sauce.”
The sky had grown almost black, except for the silver rain pelting the windows. They both dug into the food, which was a good thing, because the chandelier sputtered and died the second Shiv speared the last chip. She went to the hall and opened the door. The lights were out all the way down the hall.
When she stepped back into the room, the only thing visible in the darkness was Devri’s face, illuminated by the blue glow of her phone screen, anxiously checking the weather. “Did you know it’s supposed to be like this for the next six hours? All night, basically.”
Shiv gathered up their takeaway trash and reached in the pocket of her coat for the bottle she’d picked up on the way back. The hotel landline phone rang, which seemed ridiculously loud in the dark, and Devri jumped. Shiv picked it up, thanked the front desk, and went to look out the window.
“What is it?” Devri stood on the couch in her bare feet and peered out the window too, biting her lip. “Do we need to evacuate?”
“Dev.” Shiv opened the top of her wardrobe and found the box the hotel had called to tell her was there. “This building has been here since 1722. Chances are it will outlive both of us, so we’re in the safest place we can be. You’re not in Kansas anymore.” She dodged a playful punch as she opened the box of emergency candles, lit three of them, and brought them over to the coffee table, along with the bottle of whiskey she’d gotten while she was out. “There is a thunderstorm rolling over us for most of the night, so I got this just in case.”
“The candles?”
“No.” Shiv winked in her direction. “The whiskey.”
“Shiv Byrne.” Devri almost smiled as Shiv got two glasses from the minibar and settled back down on the couch. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”
“No, darlin’. That wouldn’t take long enough to be entertaining.” She poured a measure of whiskey into each glass and handed it on to a tense-looking Dev. Her hand shook slightly as she took it. “This is just to take your mind off the weather.”
Dev knocked hers back and clinked the glass back on the table before Shiv got hers to her mouth.
“Damn, girl.” Shiv did the same. “You’re not messin’, are ya?”
Shiv watched Dev peer out the window, where a dark, haunted-looking branch scraped the glass and disappeared. She pressed her eyes shut and reached out, her hand settling on Shiv’s knee as another clap of thunder rattled the glass. “Tell me something about you. Something that will make me forget I’m about to be blown into the Atlantic.”
The candlelight glossed the angles of Dev’s face, settling in the dip above her collarbone. Her top had come undone, just one button, but enough to show the gentle curve of her breast when she leaned forward. Shiv looked at the ceiling and tried to think of something, anything, else.
“Well, I haven’t always been in properties. I started in stolen cars.” Shiv smiled when Devri’s eyes popped open. “Then graduated to stealing tourist rentals and reselling them to gangsters on the wrong side of Dublin.”
“Jesus Christ. How old were you?”
“I was fourteen when I started stealing the cars in Firnagh and Galway, seventeen when I moved to Dublin.”
“Did you ever get caught?”
“Yes.”
“Wow.” She held Shiv’s gaze. “I’d ask if you’re lying, but I can see you’re not.”
Shiv smiled. “No, ma’am.”
“Why did you do it?”
“I had to.” Shiv sat back into the couch, locking her fingers behind her head. “I had to get enough money to get to Dublin and away from a bad situation, and it was the only thing I knew how to do when I got there.”
“Do you regret it?”
“Truthfully?” Shiv waited until Dev nodded. One of the candles flickered and went out, and Shiv lit it again from one of the others before she answered. “No. I don’t. I did what I had to do to get where I needed to be.”
Shiv watched the shadows gather and shapeshift against the glass in a strange, silent dance with the sounds of the river below. She probably shouldn’t have told the poshest girl she’d ever met that she was a criminal. An ex-criminal, technically, but still, not her smartest move. The truth was, she couldn’t be arsed to hide all that shit. It happened, she spent time in jail, and it turned her life around. End of.
Devri finally reached over, dropped another splash of whiskey in their glasses, and handed Shiv hers. She settled farther down into the couch and slid her chilly feet under Shiv’s legs. “Aoife did tell me that people refer to you as ‘The Devil of Dublin.’ I assumed it was your track record with women.” Shiv felt Dev’s fingertips on her knee. “But after the wake, I knew there had to be a real reason.”
Shiv reached over and brushed Dev’s bottom lip with her thumb, then left her hand over the center of her chest. “At least you’re not thinking about the storm.”
“That’s cute. Do you always get what you want that easily? Of course I’m still thinking about the storm.” Dev smiled and settled her hand over Shiv’s. “Gonna have to do better than that, Devil of Dublin.”
“I’m all out of dirty little secrets.” Shiv sipped her whiskey. “Your turn.”
“I don’t believe that for a second. I’m older and wiser than you, though, so I should have some secrets, shouldn’t I?” Devri looked down into her glass. “I guess I’m just not that exciting.”
“Well, that’s bullshit.” Shiv smiled. “Try again.”
“I suppose that’s my secret, that I don’t really have any. I haven’t done anything out of the ordinary till this. I haven’t even dated that much. I always tell people it’s because the store keeps me so busy, but that’s a lie.”
“What’s the truth?”
Devri paused, and Shiv felt her feet tense underneath her thigh. She looked around the room before she answered, as if she was still deciding whether she wanted to lie or tell the truth.
“Before I tell you anything else, did you bring me any chocolate?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Depends on what you tell me. Irish chocolate is a step above, so you’ll need to earn it, Ms. Cahn.”
“Is that right?” Devri unbuttoned the next button on her pajamas and then slid Shiv’s hand inside, brushing her fingertips across her nipple. “What do you want to know?”
Shiv closed her eyes and focused on slowing her breath. The whiskey was warming her, and feeling Devri’s nipple tense under her fingertips was almost more than she could take.
“Dev.” Shiv opened her eyes just in time for the chandelier to flicker to life, then die again, leaving them with just the golden shimmer of candlelight. “You need to be careful. I can take only so much.”
“Still waiting for your question.”
Shiv smiled and slowly took her hand back, trying to get the heated image of Devri naked underneath her out of her head. “Grand. Tell me why you haven’t dated much.”
“A mix of reasons, I guess.” Devri sighed, pulling at a loose thread on the sleeve of her shirt. When she answered, it was all in one breath. “I got my heart broken, the Cahn name makes it complicated, and most people don’t impress me.”
“Interesting.” Shiv waited a moment, then pulled Devri up to sit across her lap. She held her gaze as the pearl buttons on the pajama top slipped through her fingers. Devri’s breath quickened, then stopped altogether as Shiv trailed a slow fingertip over her bare skin, from the base of her neck down to the silk drawstring of her pants. “And why is that?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never been able to figure it out.” Devri’s eyes fluttered closed. “Maybe I just don’t know what I want.”
“Or maybe…” Shiv paused, sliding both hands around to grip Dev’s ass. “No one’s given it to you yet.” She stood and walked Devri over to the bed, laying her down gently and dragging her tongue just under the silk drawstring at her waist as she stood back up. She felt Devri watching her as she moved the candles over to the nightstand, lit a few more to leave on the table, and then brought her a bottle of water from the minibar. “Drink that. I don’t want you cursing the whiskey in the mornin’.”
“I’m surprised. I thought you’d be all about getting me drunk.”
“If you think that, darlin’, you’re not paying attention.” Shiv picked up her glass of whiskey and lay down beside her, propped up on one elbow. Devri turned to face her. “Just the opposite, in fact. It’d be a shame if you didn’t remember what I’m going ta do to you.”
“Is that right?” Devri found Shiv’s hand and brought it to her mouth, running the tip of her tongue slowly around her middle finger before she pulled it into her mouth. All the way into her mouth.
Shiv closed her eyes, sliding her other hand up Dev’s thigh. Thunder shook the room as Shiv sat up and pulled her tee over her head, leaving her naked to the waist, and slipped Devri’s shirt off her shoulders. The fabric moved like dark water as it slipped across her nipples. “How drunk do you feel?”
“I love that you care enough to ask, but I’m not even close.”
Shiv finished her glass and clinked it back on the nightstand. She slid her thumb just underneath the drawstring of her pajama bottoms, holding Dev’s gaze as she dropped her voice to a whisper. “Are you scared of me?”
“No.”
Shiv moved up her body, saying the next words against her lips. “Maybe you should be.”
She kissed her then, holding Dev’s face in her hands as she lowered the angles of her body into the softness of Devri’s. Shiv scraped her nipple through her teeth before swirling it under her tongue and then pulled it slowly into her mouth. She felt Dev arch underneath her, color washing across her bare breasts. Shiv pressed her thigh into the heat between Dev’s hips, leaning into her in a slow rhythm as she slid her hand behind Devri’s neck.
“Tell me what you like.”
“What, you’re expecting me to make it easy for you?” Devri smiled and leaned into Shiv’s ear. “Tempting, but no. I’d rather just see if you deserve that reputation you’ve got.”
“Oh, darlin’.” Shiv smiled, shaking her head as she sank down Dev’s body, taking her pajama bottoms with her. “You’ve no idea.”
She dropped them over the side of the bed, her breath catching as she saw the sheer black hipsters Dev wore. Her bare skin was glistening underneath, and Shiv followed the edge of the fabric with her tongue, feeling the warmth of Devri’s thighs against her palms. She moved over her clit, warming the fabric over it with her breath before she stroked her lightly with her tongue, wetness rising to meet it.
“Fuck.” Devri sounded slightly breathless, and her fingers wove into the back of Shiv’s hair as she spoke. “Are you always this much of a tease?”
Shiv looked up as she slipped a finger underneath the fabric, across the heated slick of her, and she had to close her eyes to fight the sudden urge to come. She dropped the sheer scrap of fabric over the side of the bed as she sank down again between her thighs, edging them apart with her shoulders. She traced the outline of her clit, then slid a hand underneath her ass and stroked her lightly, not quite hard enough, with the flat of her tongue. Devri lifted her hips, restless, and twisted her hand into Shiv’s hair.
“Shiv. I need—”
Shiv lifted herself over Devri, fingertips still moving like water over her clit, and whispered into her neck, “Tell me.”
Devri arched into her, her breath hot on Shiv’s shoulder. Shiv leaned back just enough to look into her eyes, her fingers still over Dev’s straining clit. “Do you need more?”
“Please.” Dev’s hips were restless, her nipples tense and waiting. “Give me everything.”
Shiv lowered her body onto Dev and slid three fingers inside, stealing her breath as she moved over her, the base of her hand stroking her clit. She scraped the delicate slope of Devri’s neck with her teeth, then bit her shoulder as she used her hips to power her fingers deeper inside until Dev’s wetness pooled into her hand and down the side of her wrist. Shiv lifted Dev’s knee onto her shoulder, opening her more with every thrust until she tasted the sheer mist of sweat rising across her breasts.
“Fuck.” It was a whisper, a desperate, breathless whisper, as Devri arched her neck and the flush of rosewater tint across her breasts deepened. “I’m going to—”
“No.” Shiv kept fucking her, slow and deep, but lifted the base of her hand off Devri’s clit. “You’re not. You don’t come until I tell you you can.” She waited until Dev looked at her, her eyes half closed with lust and pleasure. Shiv kept her fingers deep inside as she turned onto her back and took Dev with her until she was sitting across Shiv’s hips. She placed her hand in the center of Dev’s chest. “Hold on to my wrist with both hands, baby. Lean in until it’s perfect—” Shiv held her eyes as Dev melted into her. “Then just ride me.”
Dev’s hands were light around her wrist, hesitant. Then Shiv started moving her hips, slicking Dev’s swollen clit over the base of her hand, curving her fingers inside until she found the tense spot waiting for her. She moved her hips like a slow ocean wave until Dev’s eyes fluttered closed and her fingers tensed around Shiv’s wrist, leaning hard into the strong hand between her breasts.
“It’s too intense.” Dev was breathless, tense. “I can’t…”
“Yes, you can, baby.” Shiv waited until Dev raised her eyes to meet her gaze. “Just let me take you.”
Dev leaned back and laced her fingers behind her head, sliding her hips back and forth across Shiv’s slick palm, her fingers deep inside. Shiv wrapped her other hand around Dev’s waist, guiding her until she saw the orgasm start to roll through her. Dev trembled as it moved through her, losing her rhythm, but Shiv took over, fucking her from underneath until she came so hard it shook the breath from her body.
It was a few seconds before Devri remembered to breathe, before Shiv brushed her bottom lip with her thumb and whispered, “Come here, baby.” Dev crumpled, and she slid down slowly into Shiv’s arms. Shiv pulled the duvet over both of them, holding Dev’s hand over her heart until her breathing deepened and she slipped into sleep. The candlelight flickered and fell, turning the trees scraping the windows into a dark fairy tale around them as Shiv closed her eyes, the weight of Dev in her arms anchoring her to the earth.



 
C HAPTER THIRTEEN
“Are you sure you have everything?” Shiv handed in their keys to the reception desk and shifted her duffel bag to the other arm. “All the shopping you did this morning and everything from the room?”
“I’m sure, but a fat lot of good that does with nowhere to go. We’ll have to head back to Firnagh, there are literally no vacancies in Galway. I was up at five this morning looking, and everything’s booked.” Dev sank into a chair in the hotel lobby and rubbed her temples. “It’s not going back to town that’s bothering me. It’s that the crew is still working, right? On the bathrooms?” She gave a little shiver and looked out the window to distract herself. “I can’t deal. I’d rather sleep outside than be in the middle of all that.”
“No one’s sleeping outside.” Shiv put Dev’s bag on her other shoulder and nodded toward the exit. “But that does remind me.” She dug in her coat pocket, pulled something out, and tossed it to her. “My buddy doing the plumbing told me to give you this.”
Dev caught it and dropped it just as fast. It was a small foam toilet, attached to a ring. Delaney’s Plumbing. “Ew.” She rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”
Shiv laughed and tossed it into the trash on the way out. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. Hang out here. I’ll be back with Bessie.”
Dev took a seat on the bench near the door. Now that Shiv was gone, she let herself smile and looked out the window, biting her lip as flashes of the night before replayed in her mind. God. Of course she’d thought about what it would be like to be with her, but how Shiv had handled her was beyond anything she’d even known was possible. Shiv made her come like…it felt like being in a car crash, pleasure so intense she couldn’t draw a breath, and when she opened her eyes this morning, Devri immediately knew she had to feel it again.
She’d never felt taken over like that. Devri had always been in charge, and she focused on the other person. She had always planned sex, down to the last detail, and she liked it like that. She liked knowing what was going to happen and when and how often, although truthfully, before last night, she could take it or leave it. But Shiv had devoured her, spun her out of control, then left her breathless and desperate to be taken again. How does someone even do that?
It was a shame they had to go back to Firnagh. It had been interesting seeing Shiv in a different environment this morning, when they were shopping. Shiv was a gentleman. There was no other way to put it, and it melted her a little how she paid attention to everything going on around them. She guided Devri around steps, creating distance between her and anyone too close, and kept her laughing when she was trying on clothes. Shiv made her feel…seen.
Shiv appeared suddenly at the entrance to get her, opened the truck door for Devri, then crossed the road to get in herself, smoothly pulling out into traffic. Even the way she sat in the damn seat was cool—leaned back, her hand resting on the top of the steering wheel as she drove.
“What?”
“You could have just honked when you pulled up.” She smiled as Shiv reached over and rested her hand on her thigh, just under the hem of her skirt. “I would have come out.”
Shiv arched an eyebrow and whipped sharply around a double-parked, onyx German sports car. “You’d better fucking not.” She glanced over at Dev and smiled. “Don’t make a single move for any gobshite who can’t be bothered to park a vehicle and walk in to get you.”
The ocean appeared then, a glittering expanse of blue on their left, and Dev rolled down the window, Bessie creaking in protest as she wrestled with the hand crank. The salt air that enveloped her was warmer than she expected, and the sun was painting itself onto the tops of the waves, the scent of seaweed in the air unexpectedly briny and fresh as it whipped through the open frame of the Land Rover. She pulled her hair into a quick ponytail and looked over at Shiv, who was pulling up directions on her phone before she handed it to Dev.
“A marina?” Dev looked up, smoothing strands of hair out of her face. “We didn’t pass one on the way into Galway from Firnagh.”
“You’re correct.” Shiv squinted in the sun, and Devri followed her gaze, spotting the sign in the distance for Dalton & Sons Ferries, the lettering half-sanded away by the grit and salt of the ocean breeze, the rest barely visible in the sun’s glare. Shiv turned into a parking lot, then pulled the truck into a center slot and shut off the engine, which shuddered to a reluctant stop.
“Shiv, you have to tell me what we’re doing.”
“I think you’ll find, Ms. Cahn,” Shiv hopped out and opened her door, the breeze ruffling through the defiant layers of her hair, “that I don’t have to do shit.”
Devri stayed where she was while Shiv got their bags out of the back. She stared out at the white double-decker ferry on the other end of the port walk, which, it seemed, had seen much better days, or at least she hoped it had. A dented aluminum gangplank was plopped between the port sidewalk and the boat, and an older gentleman was sitting at the entrance in a folding chair, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. His wild white hair was pulled back in a ponytail, clearly struggling to break free, and he was sporting two massive wool sweaters, one on top of the other. Dev tried to tell herself that if this was indeed the captain of the boat, surely this wasn’t his first voyage. That he could get them to wherever the hell Shiv was taking her without recreating his own version of the Titanic disaster. Just to be sure, she planned to ask him herself when he woke up.
Shiv stepped up to Dev’s open truck door, picked up her hand, and kissed her palm. The warmth of her breath brought back flashes of what she’d done to her last night, and suddenly, she could literally feel her heartbeat in her clit. She unclicked her seat belt and took a breath. Jesus. Devri, get yourself together.
“Ready?” The sun glinted off Shiv’s dark eyes, and they sparkled with a sudden deep green like the sea rolling in just beyond them.
“I’m not sure. I don’t know where you’re taking me.”
“Right, Dev.” She looked out over the water and raked her hand through her hair. “I think I know what the problem is.”
“And what is that?”
“You’re used to knowing everything before it happens.”
“That’s ridiculous.” Devri tried out a couple of ways in her mind to put a spin on that truth that made her sound at least a little cool, but both flickered and died. “Kind of.”
“Let it go, darlin’. That’s never going to happen with me.” Shiv picked her up by the waist and set her down outside the truck, then tossed their bags onto her shoulder and wrapped a hand around the back of Devri’s neck. She touched Devri’s forehead to her own. “However, your chances of excellent craic on this little adventure are high, so let’s go.”
By the time they walked the dodgy plank, the captain had stirred, and Shiv held up her phone to show him their tickets. He checked them off on a clipboard and nodded toward the covered inside area. “If yer hungry, the missus made a basket of butties this mornin’. Just put yer money in the box there on the table.” He winked as he handed them both a paper return ticket. “But be careful if yer thinkin’ of sittin’ on the upper level there. It looks grand now, but when we get out to sea that wind’ll slice the bollocks right off ye.”
Shiv laughed, and they walked into the ferry, stopping for sandwiches that Shiv seemed to recognize, despite them being rolled in plastic wrap with no labels. She dropped a ten-euro note into the little plywood box with a slit on top and then added another five when she found a cooler on the floor with cans of soda. Devri hesitated as Shiv headed for the stairs.
“Didn’t he say you shouldn’t go up there?”
“Technically.” Shiv walked out onto the empty top deck and dropped their bags, looking out over the sea with her hands in her hair. “I don’t have bollocks for the wind to slice off, so we should be safe.”
Devri laughed, then set about unwrapping the sandwiches, which turned out to be a spicy version of ham salad on fresh baguette with thick slices of juicy tomatoes and crispy layers of lettuce. The wind was surprisingly gentle, and seagulls dipped close and then soared overhead, weaving an intricate white pattern just below the sun. Shiv opened a frosty can of pineapple Fanta and handed it over. “I hope you like pineapple enough for both of us, but that’s all they had.”
“It’s actually my favorite. Couldn’t be more perfect with the ham.” Devri leaned forward and smiled, kissing Shiv’s cheek before she leaned back in her seat. “God, I love that no one’s up here. It’s like we’re the only ones on the boat.”
“We might be, actually. Weekday runs to the islands are usually pretty empty.”
“Careful, Shiv.” Devri pushed a tomato slice back into her sandwich and smiled. “You almost told me where we’re going.” She thought for a second and looked back up at her. “But since that seems to be a secret, I’m curious about something else.”
“Grand.” Shiv took a bite of her sandwich and visibly swooned. “Hit me.”
“Before we got together on this project and I was trying like hell to get tradesmen to come out to look at the work that needed to be done on the cottages, why did they just flat-out refuse to work with me?” She paused. “I mean, I didn’t realize what was happening at the time, but they couldn’t get there fast enough for the exact same job when you called a few days later.”
Shiv brushed a crumb off the leg of her jeans and looked as if she were choosing her words carefully. “Well, remember that I know them. Some of them I went to school with, some I’ve called over the years for bigger jobs in Dublin and Galway, and some of them just recognize the name Byrne as local. They’re always going to try to do someone they know a favor.”
“Maybe.” She paused, looking down at her baguette. “But I can tell there’s something else. It’s like they weren’t even listening to me when we were on the phone.” Devri finished the first half of her sandwich and crumpled the plastic wrap. She tucked it under her thigh out of reach of the wind and went on. “Then, every single one of them said they couldn’t even look at the job because they were booked too far out. Which was clearly bullshit.”
“Don’t take that too personally. They’re booked up fairly regularly, and there aren’t nearly enough of them to go around. We got lucky. I caught them in a good mood, and they agreed to fit us in.”
“Why are there so few of them?” She paused, pulling a pickle out and popping it into her mouth. “It’s a busy little town for its size. I’d imagine there’d be plenty of jobs to draw skilled workers in.”
“But where would they live?” Shiv looked out over the water, watching a seagull dive-bomb the surface, before she turned back to Devri. “Investors and short-term rentals like Airbnb have snapped up every available property in town to rent out to tourists, and especially in the picturesque coastal towns like Firnagh, the number of those buildings is finite. When they’re gone, they’re gone, and regular working people have to live in more remote areas and commute into town, just to make a wage. And that’s fine if you’re willing to do that yourself, but when you have to rely on crews being willing to put in the time and expense as well, it’s just impossible. They can’t work and live in the same city, and it’s getting worse. It’s beautiful, but it doesn’t feel like home anymore, even to me.” She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice was less careful, more brittle at the edges. “It’s like our town is becoming a movie set. It’s on show for tourists, but no one can actually afford to live there. The schools are suffering, social activities are nonexistent, and there aren’t any young families because they can’t afford the sky-high prices on the few places up for grabs, so they’re forced to move away.”
“Yeah. I’ve noticed that there aren’t kids playing on bikes, people going to mass, just the stuff you expect to see in a small town like this.”
“And so when you call up the tradespeople and they hear that American accent, they assume you’re the problem and trying to rope them into helping you make it worse.”
“Damn. Don’t mince words on my account.” Devri popped the last of her sandwich into her mouth, her mind spinning. “But they’re not wrong, are they?”
“They’re not.” Shiv held out her hand for Devri’s trash and walked it to the trash by the door, continuing her thought over her shoulder. “I never really cared before, if I’m honest. It’s a problem in Dublin, which has one of the highest median housing price points in the world, but I was more than willing to be part of the problem. I mean, it’s not like me renovating a handful of properties for investors who want to turn them into short-term lets was even going to be a drop in the bucket as far as making it worse.” She sank back into her chair, leaning back, her face to the sun. “Or at least that’s what I told myself.”
“And now?”
“I don’t know. It’s different, I guess.” Shiv shook her head, watching a sea gull dive-bomb the trash she’d just dropped. “Listen. I can’t say it doesn’t bother me, but at the end of the day, it’s business.”
“Well, at least I can see now why they weren’t falling all over themselves to pencil me in. But I can’t say it’s not infuriating that when Shiv the lad calls up, they’re making plans to lay pipe five seconds later.” She looked out toward the islands in the distance, rocky and reflecting every shade of green, with waves slamming into the sheer cliff faces and throwing white, shapeshifting water into the sky. “But I get it. I mean, let’s be real. Whether it’s you or me that sells it on, we’re going to try to get the best offer possible, and that won’t come from a local Irish family.”
“Whatever.” Shiv stood up, held out her hand, and walked Devri to the rail. “Emotion has no place in a deal this big.” Devri slid in front of her, holding the cold iron rail in her hands and leaning back into Shiv, whose voice slid down her neck like heat. “But maybe I forgot how much I loved Firnagh until I came back. Not that I’ll admit that again.”
“Tell me one more thing?”
“Maybe.” Shiv slid her hand under Devri’s shirt and across her hips. “Depends what it is.”
“Why do you sand down the edges of your accent when you’re with me?” She smiled, looking back at her and shading her eyes from the sun. “I heard you at the wake, and on the phone to the plumbers, and you sounded completely different. It’s a shame, really.” She turned around, smiling as Shiv’s hands slid up under her skirt to grip her ass. “It’s sexy. Even if I don’t know what the hell you’re saying.”
“You’ll wanna be careful there, so ye will.” Shiv leaned in and bit Devri’s neck lightly, for once apparently not thinking about her accent. “Maybe it’s for the best. You don’t want to go fallin’ fer the Devil of Dublin.”

Shiv paid the taxi driver and got their bags out of the boot of the car. As the rumbling truck drove away, it left the world silent, and she and Devri were on the island alone, surrounded by 360-degree views of the wild Atlantic Ocean under inexplicably sunny skies. The water was a deep, silken blue, like a thrown bolt of satin, and to the west, spotted wild horses dotted the rocky landscape.
Devri shaded her eyes and turned all the way around, then peered up at Shiv, arching one eyebrow. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen any place more beautiful in my life, but did you just take me out of a perfectly good hotel to stand around on a deserted island with you?”
“So cynical.” Shiv winked at her as she picked up their bags. “See that outcropping of stone over there? That’s where we’re headed.”
“Oh. Of course.” Dev gave it a dubious look and stepped to the side to look closer. “How did I miss that?”
She started down the road, and Devri followed, taking one of the bags off Shiv’s shoulder. Shiv looked back at the truck that had just dropped them off, still not out of sight on the horizon, but headed there in a somewhat jerky motion. “I’m just glad we got here. I was scared for that diesel tin can our driver was callin’ a vehicle. I’ve got better things to do tonight than push that rusty bastard back up to the main road.”
“So, we passed a little village on our way up from the docks, but it’s tiny. How many people live on…what is this island called?”
“About three hundred, and it’s Inisheer. It’s the second largest of the islands off the coast of Galway, and Irish-speaking as a first language, although most people speak English too.” She stopped and looked over at Devri shifting the bag up on her shoulder for the third time. Shiv reached out and put it back on her shoulder with the others. “I’ve traveled quite a bit in the last few years, and it’s still my favorite place in the world. This little cottage, specifically.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Devri stopped and turned in a slow circle. “There isn’t a single house anywhere around us.”
Shiv laughed, the sound drifting on the wind headed toward the sea. She tipped her face to the sky. “So are all New Yorkers this cynical?”
“Maybe.” She slipped her hand into Shiv’s. “But some of us are also rigid, stubborn, and slightly crazy. No extra charge.”
Shiv tried not to think about how Dev’s hand felt in hers. She couldn’t, because if she did, she’d have to think about her going back to her glamorous fucking life when the cottages sold, leaving her Irish distraction watching the plane take off from the wrong side of the Dublin Airport windows. And that was the best possible scenario. Dev could decide to sell the cottages out from underneath her, and there wouldn’t be a goddamn thing she could do about it.
She reminded herself, again, to keep her eye on the prize.
The grassy, windswept path they’d been walking led down into a sharp curve past the rock outcropping, and Dev stopped suddenly beside her, dropping her sunglasses down her nose. “What is that?”
“That’s our cottage.” Shiv led her back down the path. “You’re right. Everything in Galway was booked, but not many people know about this place. It belongs to someone I used to work with, and I’ve always loved it. I’d head here from Dublin when I needed to get the hell out of the city. It’s—”
“Gorgeous.” Dev’s voice was breathless, and she stood where she was, taking in the small cedar cottage with floor-to-ceiling framed glass walls on three sides, perched on the flat edge of the shale cliff overlooking the sea. A handmade stone wall lined the narrow walking path to the iron-framed gothic door with a rounded top, painted a sunny yellow, a frame for the polished brass lion knocker. Square terracotta pots of tall, fragrant lavender plants grew wild and tangled by the wind on either side of the entrance, their herby scent mixing with the waft of sun-warmed sand on the air from the beach below.
“I’ve literally never seen anything so beautiful. I can see right through the cottage to the—and there’s a deck, look! It’s like it’s dangling over the ocean.” She pulled Shiv down the path. “Like our cottages.”
The owner had left the door unlocked for Shiv, and she followed Devri inside, who unzipped her boots and ran barefoot out to the deck, and by the time Shiv managed to follow her, her toes were planted just past the slick edge of the wood, already glistening with sea spray and sunlight.
“Christ Almighty, woman.” Shiv slipped a careful arm around her from behind and pulled her back to a safe distance. “You’re afraid of the porcelain-throne-that-shall-not-be-named but run right up and skid to the edge of a twenty-five-meter drop into the Atlantic Ocean?”
“This is just breathtaking, Shiv.” Devri turned in her arms, pulling her hair over her shoulder, already damp from the mist floating past the edge. “Thank you for bringing me here.”
Shiv silently reminded herself not to melt at the raw joy in Devri’s eyes. There was something so honest about her, open and vulnerable—not at all what she’d expected from a New Yorker. But Shiv was aware that, at the core, she was as jaded as Devri was unguarded, which was an obvious recipe for disaster. Still, it was hard not to be charmed by the American Wonder and her perfect ass.
“Come here.” Shiv took her hand and led her back through the sunlit living area and down a short hall. “I’ll show you my favorite part.”
They rounded the corner into the bedroom, and Devri slowed, then stopped at the door, one hand over her mouth. Next to the far glass wall was a floating bed, suspended from iron rafters by ropes and hammered iron hooks. The bedding was a brilliant white and so light and downy it seemed to levitate like the sea spray below, every inch piled high with duvets and fluffy pillows, accented by navy-blue velvet shams and a cashmere tartan thrown at the foot. A dove-gray sheepskin waited for bare toes at each side of the bed, along with a birch-bark nightstand, antique alarm clock, and a simple silver lamp.
“Wow.” Devri walked up to the glass and touched it, fingertips splayed on the glass, looking out at the sea. “Just wow.”
“You make yourself at home.” Shiv grabbed her bag and set it on the simple pine chair in the corner, unzipping it as she spoke. Her phone pinged, and she looked at it, then dropped it back into her pocket. “I’m going to grab a shower before dinner.”
“Wait. You’re planning for us to leave here tonight?” Devri smiled and nodded out at the water. “I’m not sure I can manage that.”
“We certainly don’t have to, but an amazing seafood restaurant is waiting for us down the village. My favorite, in fact. And…” Shiv walked over to her and held Devri’s neck in one hand, pressing her lightly back into the cool glass and stroking her cheek with her thumb. Shiv held her gaze, then bit her lower lip gently, running her tongue across it before she stepped back. “You may want to eat something. I have plans to keep you up until we can watch the sun come up over the ocean from right here.”
Shiv smiled as she walked backward toward her bag, watching as Devri opened her eyes and slowly raised her hand to where Shiv’s had been on her neck. She grabbed some clothes and headed for the bathroom, then remembered something and stuck her head back around the corner. “And seriously, don’t go near the edge of that deck. You’re braver than you look, and I’d like to come back to find you in one piece.”

Devri looked around her and smiled, then leaned a bit closer to whisper in Shiv’s ear. “I feel like I’m sitting in someone’s house, and they’re about to come out of the kitchen with a casserole.”
Shiv laughed, running her hand over the packed shelves of books so close behind them that she could rest her head on the bindings. “You’re not far wrong. Finnegan and his wife raised their seven children in this house, so it’s never really lost that vibe, even over all these years.”
Every available wall in the tiny dining room was covered in shelves of dog-eared books and photos of the same couple at various stages in their lives, along with their laughing, jostling brood of children. A beautiful black-and-white shot of the couple kissing on a pier was the central piece on the main wall across from Devri and Shiv’s table, the wind whipping around them as he wrapped her in his arms, surrounded by candid framed snaps of their children in school uniforms, framed family recipes, even shadow boxes of christening gowns carefully preserved. Everywhere you looked, there was evidence of lives well lived.
“So, the couple on the wall there is Finnegan and his wife?”
Shiv pulled a Zippo out of her jacket pocket, flicked it open, and then lit the ivory taper candle on their table. “Exactly. Their children had families of their own by the time Finnegan’s Restaurant came to be because old man Finnegan, who’d been a fisherman by trade, lost his wife unexpectedly one winter.” She glanced up at the small kitchen window and dropped her voice. “He missed her so much that by the following spring, he’d moved in on the other side of the island with one of his daughters, and his six sons renovated the house they’d lived in for fifty years into a restaurant. He decorated it with all her books and family pictures, then set about learning how to cook the dishes she’d made for him from her box of recipe cards.”
“That,” Devri put her wineglass down and covered her heart with her hand, looking around at the walls of books, “is the most romantic story I’ve ever heard.”
“I asked him about it once, about what made him take on something so different from what he’d done all his life.” Shiv looked at their wedding photo with the curling edges framed beside them and touched the smudged glass with her fingertip before she went on. “He said if you’re lucky enough to have a love like he did, the pain of losing them never goes away, that trying to escape it was like,” she paused, trying to remember his exact words, “‘trying to drain the ocean.’ He decided to invite that grief to stay and turn it into something else, and since he missed her too much to eat dinner in their empty home, he turned it into a restaurant in her honor and cooked her food for everyone else on the island.”
“Sometimes I wonder if that kind of love even exists anymore.” Devri seemed to realize a second too late that she’d spoken out loud and was suddenly very interested in lining up her cutlery. “It’s so tiny. It only fits, what…five tables?”
“Exactly, and I called ahead to get this table because it’s a bit more out of the way. The other four tables are close enough to use the same shaker of salt.” Shiv looked around the room, until she spotted her favorite detail, the tiny holy water basins nailed just to the side of every doorframe with a tiny statue of the Holy Mother. They were no bigger than six centimeters across and had probably been sitting there, atop the floral wallpaper, for the last century, so anyone coming in or out of the rooms could dip their finger and bless themselves with a dash of holy water. “His son was a chef and took over when he died a few years ago, so I figured it’d be different now, but I don’t think he’s changed a single thing.”
The server brought them a bottle of white wine and poured it into sparkling wineglasses. She had an easy smile and wheat-blond hair that she swept across her shoulder as she left. Devri picked up the glass, swirled it up the sides, then drew the wine into her mouth, her eyes closed.
“This is clean, grassy…maybe a sauvignon blanc?” She took an appreciative sip. “But why don’t they serve it in bottles?”
“Finnegan couldn’t be bothered with wine snobs, apparently, so he chose wine based on what they were cooking that evening. No discussion, no fuss.”
“My kind of guy.” Devri looked back at their server, who was busy flirting with a young man through the kitchen window, laughing as she held the three pint glasses balanced on her palm up to the window for him to see. “Is that why there’s not a menu?”
Shiv nodded. “The concept is a lot like going over to someone’s house for dinner. The menu is listed somewhere online, or it used to be, but what they actually make is based on that day’s catch, so I’m not sure how accurate it is.”
Devri picked up her napkin and smoothed it into her lap. “So, how do you know so much about this place?”
“I had a…” Shiv stopped abruptly and picked up her wine. She’d answered before she’d had the goddamn sense to shut up, but there was nothing to do now but go on. She raked a hand through her hair, strung together a few words, and just went with those. “I went through a rough patch a few years ago and came here. To Innisheer.”
“Why here?”
“I knew I had to get out of Dublin.” They looked up together as another couple came through the front door. A cold rush of air followed and brushed past their table, the candle flickering like a ghost had run her fingers through the flame. Shiv touched the base of the wineglass, then drew her hand away as if she’d only just remembered to go on with the story. “I got on a train to Galway, although I can’t remember why. I think it was just the next one leaving the station. There was a flyer for the Innisheer ferry when I got off the train, so I sat in the waiting area and stayed there all night like some sort of freak. I didn’t leave the station. I was still sitting there until the shuttle bus came the next morning to collect the passengers headed for the ferry.”
Devri nodded. Her eyes were soft as she settled her glass back on the table, fingertips lingering on the stem like a touchstone. “Tell me about what made that time so hard.”
Shiv caught a drop of melted wax on the side of the candle with her finger, willing it to burn her skin so she had something else to focus on, but it wouldn’t change anything. There was no way to make the truth sound good, and it didn’t matter either way. The past wasn’t bad or good. It was just what happened.
“I went to prison for a year when I got caught stealing cars. She was my girlfriend at the time.”
“The one you were in love with.” Devri nodded, tucking a lock of hair behind her hair. “I remember.”
The server swept past their table and headed for the new couple, who were shrugging out of their coats and smiling as if everything were normal. Shiv dragged her eyes away from them and went on.
“When I got out, I heard that Mary had died while I was banged up, and no one told me. I guess they were afraid I’d go off the deep end in there or something. I still don’t know the details of what happened.” She paused, and when she spoke again her voice was flat, as if there were no emotion left to color it with. “She got mixed up with the wrong people and died of an overdose.”
“Oh, God.” Devri covered Shiv’s hand with hers. “I’m so sorry.”
“I knew after that I couldn’t be in Dublin. I saw her everywhere I went. And I didn’t want to go back to Firnagh. So, I came here.” The sound of a ceramic dish hitting the floor behind the kitchen doors shattered the silence, but Shiv didn’t flinch. She stared at the holy water by the door until she felt her chest start to unfold and drew a breath, turning the Zippo through her fingers as she spoke. “I got a job doing construction. A renovation company was converting three row houses on the other side of the docks into flats, and they were kind enough to let me roll out a sleeping bag in one of the empty rooms. The job took three months, and I washed dishes here at night so I didn’t have to be alone. Finnegan kept me fed with more than I could eat, and as the nights went on, we started to talk after closing, and he waited to eat his dinner with me. When the three months were over, I took the train back to Dublin and applied for estate-agent training the next day. Which was his idea, actually.” She paused. “I came back every spring until he passed away.”
Devri nodded, waiting until Shiv met her gaze to speak. “Was it the work that saved you, or was it—”
“It was the island. The sea, maybe.” Shiv looked through the small window into the kitchen and smiled. “Or maybe it was just old man Finnegan’s food.”
The server returned with a bright smile and two mismatched, shallow bowls of rich chowder scattered with fresh chives. The steam rose from the dishes into the air between them, decadent and buttery, rich with the delicate saltwater scent of the freshest seafood.
“This is Innisheer Chowder, my personal favorite.” Their server tucked her serving cloth into her apron again and stepped back slightly. “It’s a haddock cream stew with onions, carrots, leeks, a splash of Angostura bitters, with lots of fresh butter and herbs.” She paused, and a smattering of amber freckles across her cheeks seemed to come alive as she smiled. “On the side, you’ll find the best part, a caramelized shallot-and-pink-peppercorn scone.”
“It looks delicious.” Shiv smiled as she turned to leave, then pushed the tiny ramekin of butter in Devri’s direction. “Honestly, I know those scones, and they’re as close as I’ve ever come to the meaning of life. I’d try those first if I was you.”
Shiv watched Devri fall in love with the first course, finishing every tiny bit of the chowder and most of her scone. She sank back into her chair with a smile after the last spoonful, and Shiv realized for the first time how much Devri had changed in just the few weeks she’d known her. Every part of her had been wound tight when she’d arrived; she was tightly controlled, bracing at every turn for what might be thrown at her next. Now, when she smiled, Shiv believed her.
“Tell me, Ms. Cahn.” Shiv paused and leaned back as the server came to take their dishes. “Are you missing New York?”
Devri picked up her napkin and folded it, tucking it back onto her lap. “The truth?”
“Always.”
“I feel like I’ve escaped New York.” Shiv reached for the carafe of wine and refilled their glasses. “And that’s the scariest feeling in the world.”
Shiv held Devri’s gaze as she poured. “Tell me more about that.”
“Absolutely not. Then I’d have to look directly at it.” Devri picked up her glass and put it back down without drinking. “Before, when I hadn’t actually considered what might make me happy, life was easier. I knew what my career would be: My dad expected me to take over the store someday, and everything was literally mapped out in front of me.” She bit her lip lightly as if to keep the words in check. “And what locked it down even further is that I was good at it, you know?”
“I get it. You’re looking at an excellent car thief.” Shiv shook her head and winked. “It’s hard to just walk away from that kind of natural talent.”
“I can’t believe I’m saying this.” Dev leaned into Shiv’s ear, her breath brushing Shiv’s skin like a touch. “But that’s exactly what I mean.”
“It’s possible to have more than one talent, you know.” Shiv slid her hand over Devri’s thigh under the table and leaned in, closing her eyes to memorize the warmth of her skin before she continued. “For example, one might be able to steal a Mercedes in under six seconds and also know what to do with a beautiful naked woman in bed.” She cleared her throat and sat back in her chair. “I’m just sayin’.”
A decadent lobster dish was the main course. Finnegan had always called it the Dublin Lawyer, although Shiv never knew why, and she’d asked more than once. Sauteed with double cream, then pan-fired in Irish whiskey, it was beyond rich. Devri put up a valiant effort, but Shiv finished both plates. They’d been there three hours by the time they finally abandoned their coffees and wandered back out onto the main cobblestone street, where a single streetlight lit up the soft, pewter mist rolling in from the sea.
“That was, without a doubt, the best meal I’ve ever had.” Devri smiled when Shiv slipped her hand around her waist as they walked toward the docks. “Thank you.”
Shiv stopped suddenly as a raindrop hit her cheek and looked up. “We may have some weather rolling in.” She zipped up her jacket and buttoned the tab collar across it. “Let’s see if we can beat it back to the house.”
“But,” Devri looked up the narrow road they’d walked down to get into the village, “it’s pitch-dark. I mean, the only light out here is the stars.” Her hand tensed in Shiv’s. “Do you remember how to get back?”
Shiv pretended to consider the challenge. “I think I can manage.”
They’d just started walking back when Dev’s phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket and held up the glowing screen. “Great. It’s my mom. Do you mind if I take it?”
“Of course not.” Shiv pulled out her phone as well. “I’ll walk ahead a bit. I need to check in with the plumber anyway, so I’ll try to grab us a progress report.” Shiv walked ahead, scrolling for the number in her contacts, her eyes on the glowing amber cottage lights in the distance.
Malone picked up on the first ring. “Shiv! How’re ye keepin’ out there in Galway? I was just about to ring ya.”
“Grand. It hasn’t been riverin’ fuckin’ rain, so that’s a break from the usual.” She glanced up at the sky. The rain did seem to be holding off for the moment, but the full moon gave just enough light to see sheets of it hammering the fields beyond the cottage. “How’re ya gettin’ on with the cottages, anyway?”
“We’re making time, so I was just wonderin’ if yer wantin’ the lads ta install those shower kits we found piled in the last cottage?”
“That’d be great, actually. Less for us to take on later.” Her phone crackled with static as the road darkened ahead. Shiv turned to make sure Devri was still in sight behind them. She was, but she looked stressed, and Shiv heard an irritated voice floating in the air that definitely was not Dev’s. “What do ya think of ’em, anyway, the cottages?”
“Ah, mate, this is literally a gold mine yer sittin’ on, so it is. I can’t imagine what Colin’s family was thinkin’ of, letting them go up for auction so cheap just to get rid.” Shiv could hear him shaking his head as he paused for a breath. “What’re ye plannin’ on doing wit’ them once they’re up ta spec?”
“It’s complicated. I’m working as a consultant with the owner right now, and hopefully, I’ll have the right of first refusal when they’re done.”
“The owner? Word was that ya took that auction.” Malone cleared his throat. “She Irish by any fuckin’ chance?”
“Nah. In fact, I believe you’ve spoken to her.” Shiv smiled, remembering the story of Devri’s interaction with Malone a few weeks earlier. “American.”
“Jaysus. I was hopin’ ye wouldn’t be saying that.” He paused. “Listen, this is a tall order if that’s the case, but would ya ever put in a good word for her keepin’ the cottages for the feckin’ people that actually live here?” He paused and dropped his voice as if someone might be listening. “I know if you get ’em, we’ll be in with a chance, and you’ll do the right t’ing, but we both know yer American could get a million euro for ’em on a random goddamn Tuesday if they were staged right and sold to a foreign investor with that kind of money.”
“It’s the vernacular look of ’em, isn’t it? The thatch ’n all?”
“Well, they’ll keep the thatch if an investor buys them because that’s pure money, but you know as well as I do, they’ll keep fuck all else. They’ll rip all the Irish clean out of ’em, sanitize the fuckin’ history of the place, and make them into somethin’—”
“Empty.” Shiv closed her eyes, rubbing her forehead with the heel of her hand to stave off the headache this issue seemed to sling at her whenever the bastard popped its head up in conversation.
“Right ya are. Empty and out of reach for the people that actually live here.” Malone paused, and the line nearly dropped, then crackled back to life. “I just don’t see many places like this anymore, and I’m starting not to recognize the feckin’ town I was born in. I’m tellin’ ya, I—”
The line went dead suddenly, and Shiv tried to call back with no luck. A text pinged a few seconds later, though, and Shiv looked over her shoulder for Dev as she pulled her phone back out of her pocket.
Weather is pure shite at the moment, so I’ll speak to you tomorrow. Sorry for goin’ off on one.
Shiv texted back as she slowed her steps so Dev could catch up. No worries, mate. Talk tomorrow.



 
C HAPTER FOURTEEN
By the time Shiv and Devri reached the cottage, rain was coming down in sheets, and standing in the glass cottage was like being underneath a slanted waterfall—yet cozy and dry at the same time. Shiv took their coats and shook them off in the brick entryway while Devri padded down the hall barefoot to take a hot shower and wrap herself in the white robe she found on the back of the bathroom door. She stayed under the rainfall showerhead until the warmth had finally sunk into her bones, then wiped the steam off the mirror with her sleeve and pulled her hair into a low bun at the nape of her neck. She had just reached for the doorknob when her phone on the countertop pinged with a new text. Aoife.
Just checking to be sure you haven’t dropped into the ocean. How’s the Devil of Dublin?
God, Aoife. I need you to tell me something.
Sure, mate. Devri watched the three tiny dots appear as Aoife typed. Hit me.
Devri’s fingers hovered above the keys. If she typed what she was actually feeling, that would make it true. But the question had been lurking in the back of her mind long enough that she felt like she might be going crazy, so she decided to just say it.
Am I falling in love with Ireland…or the Devil?
She put the phone back on the counter and looked at herself in the mirror, the image hazy through the steam starting to collect again on the mirror. She rubbed her eyes, reminding herself for the hundredth time that she needed to remember she was here on business. Shiv didn’t have the reputation she did because she was the type to actually fall in love, much less with a random American, so as romantic as everything seemed to be, she needed to keep herself in check and back her heart away from the edge of the cliff.
Devri tightened the belt on the robe and lifted her bath towel to uncover the hidden toiletry bag underneath. She found her eye serum and smoothed it under her lower lashes with her ring finger as she tried to unravel her thoughts.
Shiv wasn’t even her biggest problem. She had a whole life, security, and family back in New York. The life she’d worked so hard to build was still there, waiting for her, and she was very aware it was one that almost anyone would feel lucky to have. She warmed her face cream between her fingers next and dotted it onto her cheeks, then stopped again to look at her reflection. So why the hell did she feel more and more like she never wanted to see it again?
Devri jumped as her phone pinged again on the marble countertop.
Ireland is the safer option. Keep me posted.
Devri sighed, dropping her phone back in the pocket of her robe. Thunder rumbled overhead as she hung up her towels, sliding her bag neatly onto the shelf underneath the sink. When she walked out into the cottage, everything seemed unusually still, the rhythmic strum of rain on the roof the only sound, and when she slid the glass door open and stepped out onto the deck, the automatic lights came on, and she leaned over the railing, looking down into the dark, churning gray sea below.
“You know, it’s a lot warmer in here.”
Devri whipped around to see Shiv shoulders deep in a red cedar hot tub, the steam rising like mercury vapor around her.
“Oh my God.” Devri rolled her eyes, covering her pounding heart with one hand. “You scared the life out of me there.”
“Well, I had to do something to get you to step away from that edge.”
Blue underwater lights lit up the water and glowed under Shiv’s face and shoulders, and she leaned back in the water, stretching both arms out along the top of the tub. Devri walked back toward the covered area of the deck, the boards still wet at the edges from the driving rain hammering the crystal-clear, corrugated roof above them. The ocean had pushed the cold wind off the water and straight up the cliff, wrapping itself around Devri as she sat on the edge of the tub, easing her feet into the surprisingly hot water.
“So, you’re telling me I’m naked in the hot tub, and you’re going to keep that robe on?” Shiv smiled, and Devri splashed her with a toe. “There are laws regarding that, you know.”
“Looks that way.” Devri noticed then that Shiv was naked, the water glistening in rivulets down the strong lines of her shoulders. Christ, she was gorgeous. The plan to remember she was here on business was going fucking great. “Did you get an update on the cottages?”
“Everything’s ahead of schedule at this point. In fact, I’m having him install those shower kits we picked up.”
“I’m glad. I would have said the same. I think you remember how that went the first time for me.”
“Listen, you were working with totally different equipment than you were used to.” Shiv reached out and touched her foot across the water. “I’ve actually been impressed with your skills in the last few weeks.”
“I think you know I’m naked under this robe, so I’m not sure I believe you.”
“Fair point. I’ll come back to that.” Shiv winked at her and scraped both hands through her wet hair. “Remember that week we were doing nothing but repairing interior plaster on the walls?”
“God, yes. By the end of it I felt like I couldn’t get it off my skin.” Devri smiled. “I kept finding it in my eyelashes, even in my ears. I think it might be in my DNA permanently at this point.”
“Well, if it were up to me I would have hired a plasterer, but you just dived in like you owned the place—”
“I do own the place.”
Shiv laughed, splashing the water in her direction. “Sorry. I couldn’t resist. But you surprised me with all your nerdy research on Irish plaster, what it was made from during the last century, and especially how to preserve the majority of it instead of taking it down. You even had options on the best ways to repair the tricky bits I would have gotten rid of.” She slid over to Devri’s side of the hot tub, leaned in between her knees, and slowly loosened the tie on her robe. “Is that what you were doing in your cottage all alone every night?”
“Not that it’s any of your business,” Devri sniffed for emphasis, “but I was having a torrid affair with a few different YouTube channels that taught me most of what I needed to know.”
“Aside from that two-meter square section that fell off the wall the first day?”
Devri rolled her eyes. “That was an actual disaster. I still remember the feeling of it breaking in half over my head.” She laughed, wiping the steam from her eyes. “I think we spent longer cleaning it all up than actually replacing the plaster itself.”
“I have to admit, though, by the time we got it all sanded down and repainted to the original white, it looked amazing. I wouldn’t have known an amateur did it.”
Devri arched an eyebrow. “Who are you calling an amateur?” She loosened her robe the rest of the way, then let it fall off her shoulders and disappear behind her.
Shiv sat back and watched, biting her lip as she drank in the sight of Devri slowly sinking into the water. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” She locked her gaze onto Devri’s. “I forgot what we were even talking about.”
Devri smiled, letting her hair fall out of the bun and down her back. It clung to her wet shoulders as she eased over to Shiv’s side of the hot tub. “Is that your Catholic way of telling me that you’d like me to come closer?”
“Dev, I can assure you that there is nothing Catholic about what I’m thinking about doing to you.”
Devri lifted herself up on Shiv’s lap, facing her. Shiv’s hands circled her waist, then slid down her hips as she pulled Devri tight into her body. She ran her tongue over the delicate slope of Devri’s neck then leaned back as she held Devri’s gaze, resting her head on the edge of the tub.
“I swear to God, no one has ever turned me on like you do. I spend most of every day just trying not to touch you.”
“Is that what you tell all of the girls you bring to this cottage?” Devri brushed Shiv’s nipples with her fingertips, then let her hands sink lower as she whispered into her neck. “Although, to be fair, I can see why it works.”
Shiv pulled Devri over to sit beside her, leaving her hand on her thigh. She leaned her head back again, staring at the moon that had just slipped out from behind a ghost-like cloud. It was a long moment before she spoke.
“Do you know that American saying, I think we got it off one of your TV shows—‘hit it and quit it’?”
“Unfortunately, that does ring a bell.” Devri tensed. What was Shiv getting at with this? Her energy had downshifted into something Devri didn’t recognize, and it was making her nervous. “What about it?”
Shiv opened a small cedar door on the side of the hot tub and pulled out two bottles of water, twisting the cap off one of them and handing it to her. “That was me. That was my MO.” She smiled as she opened her own. “Although it sounds unforgivably crass when I say it out loud.”
Devri took a sip and waited for her to go on.
“I realized last night, right before we kissed, that I had this sudden feeling of not wanting to go there, of not wanting to kiss you.”
“Oh, this just gets better.” Devri managed a tense smile but scooted a few inches in the opposite direction. “You thought you’d wait until I was naked to tell me this?”
“Sorry.” Shiv held Devri’s face in her hands, then gently pulled her back against her. “I’m not explaining this well. Just hang in there with me for a minute, yeah?” She waited until she nodded, then slowly followed a droplet of water down Devri’s arm with her fingertip. “I realized in that moment that I didn’t want this to end. That it wasn’t okay with me if this connection we have was gone the next day.” Shiv tilted Dev’s chin up softly with her thumb and kissed her. “And that if sleeping together made that happen, I didn’t want to do it.”
“Oh.” Devri relaxed a bit. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I guess because I didn’t understand it myself. Still don’t, if I’m honest.” The rain stilled, the rivulets slipping silently down the glass around them before the rhythm suddenly picked up again. “But, to answer your question, no.”
“No?” Devri thought back but couldn’t remember what she’d asked. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t say anything to ‘all the girls’ I bring to this cottage.” She pulled Devri’s face close and kissed her, then let her go just enough to look into her eyes. “Because I’ve never brought anyone here but you.”
The clouds cracked, parting around a pale, jagged slash of lightning. Thunder rolled across the sky, intensifying the rain until it fell like a hidden waterfall off the sides of the roof. The waves crashing into the rocks below and slipping back into the tide was like a singular heartbeat in the silence, and Devri moved over Shiv’s lap to face her again. She reached between them and traced Shiv’s abs as she moved lower, her breath brushing Shiv’s shoulder. Devri felt Shiv’s heart racing against hers and paused for a long moment before she finally dipped low enough to brush her fingertips across her clit, which instantly made Shiv groan and try to pull Devri closer.
“I’m very happy where I am, thank you.” Devri stayed there, straddling Shiv’s thighs. She stroked Shiv’s clit as lightly as possible, moving across her like part of the water, just enough to feel it tense under her touch. She leaned in, her heartbeat soft and steady against Shiv’s as she whispered into her ear. “Why aren’t your hands on my ass?”
Shiv’s breath quickened, and her hands tightened around Devri’s hips, trying to bring her close enough to increase the pressure against her clit, but Dev held just enough space between them to tap Shiv’s clit with a soft fingertip, just enough to keep her on the edge.
“You’re killing me, Dev.” Shiv kissed her, hard, bringing her hands up to circle Devri’s waist. “Do you feel how much I want you?”
Devri leaned back slightly, bringing Shiv’s fingers to her mouth, flicking her tongue over them as she held her gaze and her fingers below the water moved from the lightest tapping motion to long, agonizingly slow strokes over Shiv’s slick clit.
“Fuck.” Shiv laced her fingers behind the back of her head and closed her eyes. “Baby.”
Devri fluttered her fingers slightly as she stroked her, dipping just inside, then increased the pressure slightly when Shiv’s clit started to reach for her touch. Shiv finally tipped her forehead into Dev’s, holding eye contact while Dev’s fingers slid across her, her hips moving slightly, just enough to guide the motion of her hand.
“Dev.” Devri kept her pace as Shiv’s eyes closed and she started to hold her breath. “If you keep going, I’m going to come, and I—” She gripped Dev’s wrist until it slowed over her swollen clit. “I want to come inside you.”
Devri paused, trying to understand what Shiv meant. She felt how close Shiv was, probably within seconds, but what was she—
Shiv kissed her long and hard, then stood up slowly, lifting Dev out of the water and setting her down outside the hot tub. She opened the glass door to the living room and held her hand out, leading her into the bedroom. “Go get warm.” She smiled over her shoulder as she walked down the hall to the bathroom. “I’ll be right back.”
Devri gingerly climbed onto the bed, which was much more like a swing than she’d expected. Any motion made it slowly rock like a hammock in front of the glass wall overlooking the sea. The rain had slowed for a moment, the moon glossing the landscape with just enough light to see the waves breaking in the distance. She crawled under the covers and waited, watching as a seagull rode the air currents just outside the glass, then dropped quickly out of sight. She heard Shiv open the bathroom door and click off the light, then slip under the covers and press against Devri, kissing the back of her neck. She turned over, sliding underneath Shiv. It only took a few seconds for her to figure out what she’d meant. Devri trailed her fingertips up the side of it and looked up. “Ah. Now I understand.”
Shiv smiled, tracing Devri’s lips with her tongue. “And how do you feel about it?”
“Like I need to feel you inside me,” Devri whispered this time, against the soft edge of Shiv’s ear. She paused, feeling Shiv’s nipples harden against her. “Deep inside.”
That seemed to be all Shiv could take. She pressed her palm to one of Devri’s knees, bringing it up beside them, and settled between her hips, guiding the tip of her cock just inside as Devri pulled her closer, deeper, wrapping her legs around Shiv’s hips.
“Baby, I need you to tell me if you change your mind or want to stop, okay?” Shiv stroked her cheek with her thumb, her hand strong and gentle around the back of Devri’s neck. “You don’t have to have a reason.”
No one had ever said that to Devri before. No one had ever stopped at the start of an intimate moment and looked in her eyes, paused, made sure she understood that her feeling safe and comfortable was the only thing that mattered to them. But it didn’t surprise her that it was a priority for Shiv.
“I promise.”
Shiv kissed her, placing her hands on either side of Dev’s shoulders as she sank between her thighs again and slid her cock slowly inside until the angles and curves of their bodies melted into each other. Devri let her eyes flutter closed and arched, biting her lip as she reached up to hold Shiv’s hips.
Shiv held still, waiting until Dev nodded before she sank to brace herself on her elbows, fucking her gently at first, letting her get used to the feel of it inside her.
“Breathe, baby.”
Devri opened her eyes as Shiv kissed her, her mouth sliding over Devri’s neck as her hips found their rhythm. Devri tightened her thighs around Shiv’s waist as she sank deeper into her. Heat rose from Shiv’s shoulders, simmering between them as she worked her cock inside and angled the harness so that Dev’s clit slid over the smooth leather front with every thrust.
“Fuck, baby…” Shiv bit her lip, lifting slightly to look into Devri’s eyes. “I can feel your thighs shaking.”
Devri closed her eyes, lost in the feeling of Shiv inside her. Shiv’s breathing was deep and hard, her voice warm against her ear. “Arms above your head, baby. Cross your wrists for me.” Devri lifted her wrists above her head, and Shiv held her gaze as she pinned them to the bed with one hand, using the other to lift one of Dev’s thighs onto her shoulder.
“Are you ready to come for me?”
Dev nodded as Shiv drove deeper inside her, holding her to the bed as she moved over her. She kept her strokes short and intense, rocking back and forth against Devri’s hips until Devri’s breath started to falter. Shiv held her wrists tighter with one hand and pulled Dev’s head into her shoulder with the other, driving against her just enough to tip her over the edge. Dev shuddered into the most intense orgasm of her life, and the second it faded, Shiv rocked into her again, pushing her swollen clit over the edge just one more time. All that mattered in the world was Shiv’s body against hers and then the breathless scrape of her voice against Devri’s ear, telling her that she was coming.
Shiv drove into her, her face in Dev’s shoulder, rocking her hips against Devri’s until she cried out. Her arms shook slightly as Shiv sank to her elbows, then softened slowly into Devri’s arms, her breath deep and ragged. Dev whispered into her ear before she drifted off to sleep as Shiv shifted into holding her from behind, her hand warm and steady against Devri’s heart. The next time she opened her eyes, the moon had turned to dawn over the translucent blue water.



 
C HAPTER FIFTEEN
They slept late the next day, then walked into the village for a lazy breakfast at the tiny café on the docks. By the time they got back and had packed the car again, it was afternoon, and nearly dark by the time they passed the cottages on their way back into Firnagh.
“I missed our cottages, but that glass cottage raised the bar by an insane amount.” Devri smiled as she pulled her bag out of the back of the Land Rover, giving Bessie a little pat as she slipped it over her shoulder. “It’s a good thing I’m going back to New York in a few weeks. You’re ruining me for anyone else.”
Shiv locked up and turned to her, tipping Dev’s chin up with her finger. She looked into her eyes, then slowly kissed her, holding her face in her hand.
“I don’t want to talk about you leaving.” Shiv lifted the rest of the bags onto her shoulder and took her hand, leading her up the dark pathway to the cottages. “I didn’t expect to care.” She stopped, turning back around. “But I do. A lot.” Shiv pulled her in, kissing the top of her head and looking out to sea. “So, let’s pretend it’s not happening.”
After they’d gotten everything up to the cottages, Shiv rooted around in one of the terra-cotta flowerpots for the keys to the first two doors, holding them up to the light to find the one to her cottage.
“Wait.” Devri dropped the bag she was carrying with a thunk and took a step back. “You can go in if you want, but I’m not stepping foot in there until you look in the bathroom and make sure that the toilets are installed and normal.”
“What do you mean, normal?”
Devri shivered a little and looked back down to the truck parked by the seawall. “I’m not kidding. If for some reason they aren’t, I’m going down there and sleeping in Bessie.”
Shiv tried not to smile but didn’t quite make it. “Are you sure you wouldn’t feel better if you checked them yourself? I can wait right here while you—” Shiv laughed and reached out for her when Devri whipped around and started to head for the truck. “Kidding, babe. Hang out here for a minute, and I’ll be right back.”
Devri looked out at the stars while she waited, closing her eyes to memorize the sound of the waves hitting the rocks below the ridge. She hadn’t really thought about how she was going to feel, leaving Ireland when the time came to go back to the States, but things were getting more complicated by the day. She was falling in love with Shiv. At the same time, the thought of selling the cottages she’d put her heart and soul into to some rich foreign investor was starting to keep her up at night.
“All right, gorgeous. It’s safe to come in.” Shiv was holding the door open for her, motioning for her to walk through. “You’ll catch your death out there in that weather. It’s supposed to be bucketin’ down at some point tonight, and I can already feel the temperature dropping.”
Dev took her hand and walked gingerly into the bathroom, where a brand-new, shiny toilet waited for her in a decidedly unscary fashion, and as she looked around, she noticed they’d even swept up after themselves, which in New York would be considered a certifiable miracle. Even the gleaming brass shower they’d installed on a vertical pipe above the tub looked perfect. White-porcelain hot and cold handles gave it a retro European look, and the brass surround for the shower curtain was placed perfectly.
“Wow. They got all of them done?”
“He said he did, and he left you a bill on the counter for all nine cottages, so I’d imagine all the other cabins look exactly like this one. We’ll have to wait until morning to see the thatching, but fingers crossed it looks exactly like it did before, just shored up and up to spec.”
Devri’s phone pinged in her pocket, and she opened the screen. “It’s Margaret, Aoife’s mom.” She turned it around to Shiv. “I haven’t seen her since the wake, but she’s wondering if I have time for a quick chat at the pub.”
“Why don’t I check the other cottages and inventory anything we need Malone to come back and adjust while you’re gone? Then you can pick us up a takeaway on the way back, if you feel like it.”
“Perfect. I’d actually like to walk into town if you think there won’t be any surprise rain.” She dropped her phone back into her pocket. “I’ve learned asking a local is a hundred percent more accurate than weather apps in Ireland.”
“Excellent observation.” Shiv laughed as she swept her up in her arms on the way to peek at the sky. “Such a quick learner.”
Devri grabbed a jacket in case the rain decided to make an appearance, and the walk beside the sea in the fresh twilight air was over almost as soon as it’d started. She trailed her fingers over the iron railing over the sea walk, wet with mist and rough with layers of salt. It wasn’t that she didn’t miss Manhattan—well, in fairness, she really didn’t—but she did miss the people she’d left behind. She’d spoken to her dad several times since this whole thing started, and of course she’d been in touch with her brother, but her mother had been strangely silent. Devri had no choice but to call her soon. She’d promised her brother she’d speak to her about Raziel, so she needed to get her head around the subject and pick up the phone tomorrow.
The village had started to come alive for the evening, and by the time she walked through the pub doors, it was packed. She started to unbutton her jacket as she took in the warm gold light coming from the wall sconces, the open peat fire crackling in the main room, booming laughter, and the clinking of pint glasses all around. Something about it made her muscles unfold onto her bones in a way that no place in the States ever had, and when she thought about leaving Ireland, she was starting to feel more and more like she was leaving home.
She caught Margaret waving from a corner booth in the back and made a quick step to the left to swivel out of the way of an older man carrying two pints on the way back from the bar. Someone ripped open a packet of crisps as she passed, and she took it as a sign; she stopped at the bar to pick up a few bags on the way back to Margaret’s table, who popped up when she saw Devri, all wild hair and brilliant smile. “I know I just saw you at the wake, but I feel like I haven’t talked to you for ages!” Margaret started to hug her, but Devri held up a quick finger and rescued all the packets of crisps, dumping them onto the table before she leaned in for a hug.
Devri slid into the booth across from Margaret. “Before we get into anything else, how’s Aoife doing? I’ve texted with her a bit about this and that, but I haven’t gotten around to ask how she’s coping with the new staff she’s working with out of Manhattan.” She smiled. “I could ask my replacement, but I’m afraid if I do, she’ll call me again for something, and I’d have to toss my phone into the Atlantic.”
“She’s grand. In fact she’s flying out next week to meet her at the flagship shore. She’s under strict instructions to call me every day, so I’ll keep ye posted, although she probably texts you before she does me, so it might need to be the other way ’round.”
“God, I miss her.” Devri reached for one of the packets of smoky bacon crisps as Margaret poured her a glass of chilled chardonnay from the bottle on the table. “I know she must have told you we literally bumped into each other the first day we met, but by the end of the night I felt like I’d known her all my life.”
“She’s said much the same about you.” Margaret handed Devri her glass and leaned back in the booth with her own. “She was telling me the other day that she couldn’t believe her luck. I thought she was talking about the contract for her fall line, but she was talking about her friendship with you.”
Devri smiled and put her hand over her heart, feeling strangely emotional. “I love that.”
She nudged a bag of cheese and onion crisps over to Margaret’s side of the table and looked around while she got into them. A group of young men in soccer gear and filthy kneepads were singing at the end of the bar, pints raised to clink in the center, and a young couple with a baby in a stroller beside them were leaning in for a kiss by the fireplace. Musicians were beginning to set up in the music alcove—she could see them still carrying drums and fiddles over their shoulders on leather straps—and the bar was delivering pints of Guinness on the house, which Shiv told her was tradition, the foam spilling over the top of the black pint glasses.
When she was in Manhattan, she was always running, always trying to avoid something, whether it was massive traffic delays, police situations in Times Square, or the sea of people on the sidewalks as she came up out of the subway. Every day was an exercise in minimizing annoyance. She glanced back at Margaret, who was still peering into the foil packet for the perfect crisp. Maybe that was the difference. Here, she wasn’t spending her days avoiding things. In fact, it was the opposite. She had the time and space to drink everything in—the sound of the ocean crashing into the rocks on a moonless night below the cottages, the beautiful food on Innisheer that turned out to be a love story, or just relaxing into simple conversation in the pub, which felt more like Firnagh’s living room than anything else.
She finally snapped back to reality when she realized Margaret was holding up her glass for a toast.
“You were away with the faeries there for a minute.” Margaret flashed her the smile that reminded her of Aoife. “Are you feeling all right, love?”
“I’m better than all right.” Devri raised her glass and smiled. “Which is starting to be the problem.”
They clinked in the middle, and Devri realized she hadn’t even asked why Margaret had asked her to come for a drink. “Not that I’m not happy to meet you anytime, but when you texted for a chat, I felt like you had something you wanted to talk about.”
Margaret nodded, pulling a folder out of the bag she had beside her in the booth. “I’ve gone back and forth with myself about this, and my husband thinks I shouldn’t be broaching this subject at all, so if he’s right, just know that I was told and did it anyway.”
Devri smiled and sipped her wine. “I’ve gone against perfectly good advice more often than not, so you’re in good company here.”
“And Aoife has no idea about any of this. I kept her out of it on purpose, although I know she has similar feelings to me.” She paused, then looked up with a wink. “Well, that, and that girl cannot keep a secret. Not a single damn secret in her entire life.”
Devri laughed, the wine starting to warm her as much as the atmosphere. “Just tell me. I’m braced for the worst.”
“Ah, no, it’s nothing terrible. In fact, it might be the beginning of something great. It’s about the cottages.” She took a breath. “You made one of the best business moves I’ve ever seen, from finding the cottages to the way you bid for them at the auction, and that’s what makes me think that this is a—”
Devri waited, but Margaret didn’t go on. She smiled. “A what?”
“A lost cause, but I’m still going to do it.” She took a long sip of her wine. “Listen, we both know that it would take a little searching and vetting, but you could pretty easily find a foreign investor that would love to take those cottages off your hands for upward of a million euros. It’s only because the family was in such a rush to get rid of them that one didn’t swoop in and get it in the first place.”
“I agree. I half expected to be outbid right out of the gate.”
“So, the profit margin is clear. In ninety days or less, even after putting in your time and what you probably had to spend to get them up to spec for another quick sale, you stand to clear a profit of €500,000 or more.”
Margaret pulled out a stack of photos, setting them out on the table right side down in two rows of four, which made eight altogether, but said nothing about them, which instantly piqued Devri’s curiosity.
Devri pushed her packet of chips to the side and picked up her wineglass. “I hadn’t thought about the actual numbers, but that sounds reasonable.” She hesitated. Selling the cottages and clearing a quick profit, even a more modest one if she sold them to Shiv for market value, suddenly felt wrong. Her chest tightened, and she tried to ignore the feeling, focusing on Margaret as she glanced down at the pictures.
“So, these photos must have something to do with the sale, but you’ll have to connect the dots for me.” She poked a finger out in a mock attempt to turn one of them over, but Margaret playfully swatted her hand away.
“Last month, a city zoning ordinance was passed that most people didn’t know about because they aren’t in the real estate side of politics, and it wasn’t final until today.” Her phone pinged, but she didn’t turn it over. “It gives anyone who owns the cottages, and several other oceanfront properties along the coast of Firnagh, the right to demolish them and build another commercial structure on the property.”
“No way.” Devri slowly put down her glass. “You mean like some god-awful hotel?”
“Exactly.” She took a breath. “And that’s exactly what a savvy investor would do if they acquired the property. Because of the almighty rush from the family to sell the cottages, they didn’t have time to see the listing, much less research it, so they probably missed that opportunity entirely. But I don’t think we’d get that lucky again.”
“So, they would just take a wrecking ball to cottages that have stood on that ridge for the last three hundred years?”
“Yes.” Margaret downed the last of her wine and reached for the bottle, pouring herself another glass and topping up Devri’s. “In a heartbeat.”
Devri shook her head, trying take in what she was saying. The fact that someone might buy the cottages only to destroy them for the land had never occurred to her. She’d assumed they’d end up as holiday rentals, which was bad enough, but she couldn’t even wrap her head around the thought of them being swept aside like so much trash to make room for a garish hotel and golf course that stripped the natural landscape around it. The feeling of dread she’d had as she started to talk about it solidified into tangible fear.
“You know, when you walk into those cottages,” Devri lifted her glass and looked at it, holding it in front of her with two fingers under the base, “you feel the energy of the people who have lived there over the centuries. And I know I sound like one of those woo-woo Americans right now, but it’s a fact.”
Margaret sat back in her seat with her wineglass, from the looks of it, trying not to laugh. “Go on.”
“And just for the record, I’m not one of those ridiculous hippies from California, so if a New Yorker says that, you know it’s true.”
“I couldn’t agree more.”
“So.” Devri reached out slowly and turned over one of the photos. “What are we going to do about it?”

An hour later, Devri was on her way home to the cottages with a takeaway bag, her head spinning. She thought about every angle of what Margaret had proposed, turning it five different directions and then back again in her mind, but there was no way around it. She could either partner with Margaret on her plan to save the cottages or honor her promise to Shiv, but not both. By the time she reached to the ridge, her head was pounding, and it was starting to rain. Or maybe it was just the ocean sending spray up the ridge and into the air, but either way she didn’t want to go into the cottage yet. She had to come up with another solution.
“What are doing out here in the cold, ya numpty?”
Devri heard Shiv’s voice at the door behind her and shifted her expression into neutral. She couldn’t tell her when there was nothing yet to tell. She had to sift through the options in her head. She had to be missing something, some magical way to make it all come together. She closed her eyes, letting the cold air wash across her face like seawater. Maybe there was still a way to fix it. Shiv stepped up behind her with a coat, pulling it around her shoulders.
“Are you okay, baby?” Shiv wrapped her arms over the coat and hugged her, her breath light and warm above her neck. “Did something happen?”
“No.” Devri drew in a breath and turned in her arms. “It’s nothing like that. I was just standing out here in the breeze for a moment so I don’t make the cottage instantly smell like the chipping.”
Shiv threw her head back and laughed, the sound reverberating off the cliff face to the west of the ridge. “The ‘chipping’?” She touched Devri’s lower lip with her thumb and kissed her, still smiling. “Do you mean the chippy?”
“That’s classified information, so I’ll be keeping that to myself.” She smiled and held up the bag. “I guess it’s technically not either one. It’s from the Flying Naan. Nieve said it was the one of the best takeaways in Firnagh, so I believe her.”
“It doesn’t even matter at this point. I’m dying of starvation over here.” Shiv took her hand and led her back into her cottage. “And the boys left us some beer, so if you’re parched, you’re in luck. No need to drink that American shite.”
Somehow being with Shiv, even just doing something normal like setting out the chicken tikka and garlic naan on the counter, relaxed the vise grip of anxiety that had taken over the second she’d left the pub. She told herself to just not think about it. A good night’s sleep might miraculously float a solution to the top of her mind by morning. But that was bullshit, and she knew it, but good enough bullshit to get her to relax a bit in the moment.
“Damn.” Shiv unpacked the food and tore apart a piece of garlic naan to dip into the marsala sauce Dev had gotten on the side. “Gorgeous takeaway and a beautiful woman.” Shiv flashed a smile and popped it into her mouth. “Life is grand.”
The second she said the words, the lights flickered and sputtered out, and when Devri clicked the switch by the door, it looked like they were out completely.
“Listen, American Wonder.” Shiv rolled her eyes and tore off another piece of the buttery naan. “You might have mentioned to me when we started this whole thing that electrics seem to fold and beg for mercy the second you walk into a room.”
“Listen, it’s not my fault if Irish systems have trouble operating around me.” She arched an eyebrow and reached for the beer Shiv had set out for her. “I mean, it’s been a challenge for you too, what with the picturing me naked twenty-four hours of the day, but you seemed to have risen to it.” She smiled sweetly and pulled the jasmine rice in her direction. “I don’t know why the Irish electrical system can’t keep it together.”
“Fair play to ya.” Shiv laughed, taking the rice back to her side of the kitchen island. “So, how was your chat with Margaret tonight? She planning something for Aoife?”
“No.” Dev rubbed the back of her neck and reached for her beer, downing most of it before she came up for air. “Nothing like that.”
“Whoa. Little thirsty there?” Shiv smiled, grabbing her another cold can from the fridge. “I think Ireland’s starting to rub off on you a little bit. That was impressive.”
“Maybe.” Dev hopped off her stool and headed for the bathroom, then stopped and turned back around. “Look, Shiv. I just want you to realize I know how many naan are on my plate. You’ve told me all about your little life of crime, and you’ve met your match, Byrne.”
Shiv stepped out from behind the island and pulled Dev into her arms. “Yeah. I’m starting to realize that.” Shiv placed Dev’s hand over her heart and kissed her, her other hand lightly holding her neck. She smiled, then started to go back to the island when she looked back over her shoulder. “Weren’t you on your way to the bathroom?” She glanced down at her watch. “Take your time. I’ll need about a minute to scran your naan.”
“Shiv Byrne. You’d better make sure they are both on that plate when I come back, or I’ll—”
“You’ll what?” Shiv winked, then arched an eyebrow. “I think I’ve demonstrated that I can take you in most situations.”
Dev held up two fingers to her own eyes and then aimed them at Shiv in the universal I’m-watching-you motion. She smiled as she walked down the hall, at least until she remembered what was looming over them like some mystical doomed shipwreck waiting to take their relationship down with it. She stepped into the bathroom and clicked on the light, to no avail, so she reached for the window and pushed it open. Moonlight flooded the bathroom, and the wind was surprisingly strong as it pushed its way in.
Devri unbuttoned her jeans and turned away from the window, only to stop short and scramble for the door. She backed into it in a panic, then flung herself through, skidding down the hall in her socks and running to the other side of the island behind Shiv.
“Babe, what happened?” Shiv pulled her close, scanning her face for a clue to the panic Devri was suddenly too wound up to verbalize. “What’s the matter?” Shiv crossed the room in two long strides and snapped up the hatchet from the kindling bucket before she headed for the hall. “What the hell are we looking at ’ere? Ya look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Devri nodded, still too terrified to talk. She took a couple of deep breaths, backing up behind the island. “Yes. How did you know?”
“What do you mean ‘yes’?” Shiv stopped, slipping her wrist through the leather loop on the end of the hatchet and getting a better grip on the handle. She came back around the island and pulled Dev into her other arm. “What the hell happened in there?”
“I saw a ghost, like a real ghost, like a big, freaky, flowy one, and it chased me out the door and—”
Shiv hesitated, then smiled, laying the hatchet back on the counter. “Did you open the window in there to get some light?”
“Yeah.” Devri stared at her and took a step back. “How did you know that?”
“Come with me.” Shiv held out her hand. “Seriously, nothing’s going to happen to you. I’ll even go first.”
Devri hesitated, then followed Shiv back down the hall to the bathroom door she’d left wide open. She pulled on Shiv’s shirt to stop her and whispered. “Look. I know I probably sound crazy, but I can feel the people who’ve lived here, and one of them just tried to grab me.”
Shiv dropped her head into her hands, which confused the hell out of Devri until she realized Shiv was laughing. “Goddamn it, Shiv! I’m not kidding, I–”
Shiv grabbed Devri’s and pulled up the flashlight app on her phone with the other. “Babe, come with me.”
Dev reluctantly followed her into the bathroom, hanging on to the doorframe in a death grip until she realized where Shiv was aiming the light. She slowly dropped her hand. “What…You got me a shower curtain?”
Shiv pulled her into her arms and clicked off the flashlight. “Technically, Malone’s wife picked one out for you. She said it was just plain white Irish linen, but that sounded like your style. I had Malone put it up for you before he left.”
“Oh.” Devri thought for a moment, then punched Shiv in the shoulder. “You’ve gotta tell a girl the thing that looks like a ghost isn’t a ghost and just a curtain and it’s not—”
“Dev.” Shiv pulled Devri into her and held her gaze, stroking her cheek with her thumb. “I’m falling in love with you.”
“Oh.” Dev stopped short, then smiled, leaning into Shiv’s chest. “Well, good luck with that. I’ve been falling in love with you for a while now, and it looks like there’s no stopping it.”
Shiv laughed, holding Dev’s face in her hands. “Good. I was hoping for that very thing.”
They tried to go back to the rest of the takeaway, but Devri was still jumpy, to say the least. Shiv wrapped it up and stuck it in the fridge, then held out her hand as she headed to the door. “Listen, even if it’s a fake ghost, I’ve heard that if you’re a newbie from across the pond—”
“What?” Dev pointed down the hall like it was a freshly minted crime scene. “That has nothing whatsoever to do with the ghost carnage that was just—”
“That it can take a minute after a”—Shiv paused and cleared her throat—“terrifying ghost encounter, to remember that it’s just us in the cottage.” Shiv opened the door to the cold rush of mist swirling up from the ocean in the pitch darkness. “So, I have a solution for that situation.” She ducked into her cabin and grabbed the wool blanket from the back of the couch, then shook it out and covered the edge of the ridge with it, right into the part that looked like a curved hand. Shiv sat down first and held out her arms for Devri to sit in front of her. Devri looked back at her.
“Any chance you’ve got whiskey in that pocket?”
“What’s going on with you?” Shiv turned her slightly to look in her eyes. “I mean, you can have all the whiskey you want, but are you sure you’re okay tonight? When I saw you out here after you came back from the pub, it took me ages to get your attention.” She ran her fingers through Dev’s hair, then wrapped her hand lightly around the back of her neck. “Something’s going on in that head. I’m sure of it.”
Devri sighed, turning again to face Shiv. “Can I ask you something?”
“Of course. I mean, it’s probably going to be another ploy to get me to take my clothes off, but we can just skip to the good part—”
Dev put her hand over Shiv’s mouth and smiled. “Something serious, I mean.”
Shiv nodded, and Dev watched her tense up. She wanted to do something to make it better, but she just needed to be honest at this point. It would make them or break them, but she couldn’t control the outcome. She just had to say it.
“When you think about selling the cottages, how do you feel?”
Shiv looked like that had caught her off guard. She shook her head slightly but then answered. “Do you mean after you sell them to me and I sell them on?”
“Yes.”
“I guess I feel excited. It’s a career-making opportunity, and it will give me the freedom to invest in much bigger properties in the future. I won’t have to work so hard with properties that are down and out. I’ll have more capital to buy the kind of properties that I can flip to land me real profits.”
Dev looked out to the sea. That wasn’t exactly what she was hoping to hear.
“And,” Shiv leaned closer, whispering the next words into Devri’s ear, “I’m obsessed with finding a way to extend your visa. I can’t imagine you flitting off back to America and having to wake up without you.”
Devri leaned back into her arms. “That’s more like it.” She took a breath, then decided to just go for it. “But I think I may have found a solution to that problem.”
“Really?” Shiv squeezed her a bit tighter. “Hit me.”
“I was talking to Margaret tonight, and she has a proposal for us.”
“Well, that’s worked out well for me in the past, so let’s hear it.” Shiv ran a hand through her hair. “Is it about the cottages or the visa?”
“Both, actually.” Dev stared up at the moon to steady herself. Why did she feel so insanely nervous suddenly? It was obviously a great idea, but Shiv might hate it, and where would that leave her? She felt like she was dangling every bit of happiness she’d found over the edge of the ridge, just hoping it didn’t slip from her fingers and disappear from her view. She took a deep breath and went on. “Apparently, a new zoning ordinance passed last month, and because of that, anyone who buys the cottages can now use the land for commercial purposes. She’s already been fielding inquiries from people that missed the auction, and when she asked what their interest was in the property, three out of four were looking to build a huge beachfront hotel.” She looked up at Shiv. “And if they did that, they’d have to destroy the cottages. They’re situated to face directly over the ocean, which is what any new structure would need to face.”
Devri stopped, partly because she was out of breath and partly to gauge Shiv’s reaction. Shiv glanced down, and Dev watched her heartbeat pound in the vein running up her neck. She looked up finally, just as Dev felt that happiness slipping from her fingers and dropping over the ridge. She listened as it hit every rock on the way down.
“I know. One of them was my client. I’ve been communicating with him for about a week.”
“What?” Devri searched Shiv’s face for any hint she was kidding. “What are you talking about?”
“Look. I wasn’t going to sell it on without you. I know you promised to offer it to me at fair market value, but we’ll be looking at almost a million-euro profit with what he’s prepared to give.” She stopped, searching Dev’s face. “So I thought that instead of selling it to me, I’ll buy into it at half your cost, so that we’re co-owners, including what you’ve spent on renovations. Then, we split the profits down the middle after the sale. We’d put it all in writing, of course. I don’t want either one of us to feel at risk. I’ve got it all planned out—”
“You’ve got it all planned out?”
“I put a few feelers out there with some of my better contacts, and this guy is based in Dubai. He’s got the money to pour into it, and he doesn’t mind spending whatever it takes to secure the land the cottages are on.”
Dev turned and looked over the sea. Sheer violet clouds shrouded half the moon, with tall, dark banks of them moving in from the west like some medieval army. She couldn’t see a single star in the sky anymore, when just five minutes before they’d been there, which seemed ironically appropriate. “So, you’ve been courting a buyer and making plans you’ve told me nothing about, and you thought that just the idea of a massive pile of cash would be enough for me to ignore that?” She stood, stepping back on the ridge and turning toward the cottage door. “If you really believe that, you don’t know me at all.”
“Dev, wait.”
Dev walked in and found the whiskey, pouring herself a measure in the rainbow mugs she’d bought at the bodega her first couple of days in Firnagh. Shiv was still sitting on the ridge; she could see her through the bay window. So, Shiv had been courting a buyer from Dubai and hadn’t thought to mention it or ask how she felt about it? Dev downed the whiskey in one go and clinked her mug down back down on the island. Have I just been naive? Does Shiv ever even care about the cottages we’ve worked so hard on? Or me, for that matter?
Shiv walked back into the cottages, and Dev poured her a measure of whiskey in the other mug and refilled her own. Shiv took it, looked like she was about to say something, then didn’t.
Dev rolled her eyes. “What?”
“It’s just…you’re hitting the whiskey hard tonight, and you’re not used to it, like…” She paused. “I don’t want you to feel like shit in the mornin’, and that’s the good stuff, so it won’t take much.”
Devri shook her head, looking around the cottage with fresh eyes. How could she have thought Shiv actually cared about her? “So, has this just been about the money the whole time?” She paused, downing the whiskey before she went on. The room was starting to feel off center, but she was too angry to care. “Or did you ever even care about the cottages?”
Shiv took a step back. “Dev, you need to be careful here. You’re assuming an awful lot without actually asking me anything.” She stopped, and when she looked up, Devri saw something in her eyes she didn’t recognize. It was a faraway look, like Shiv was watching a movie that Dev couldn’t see. “You can’t begin to know what these cottages mean to me.” Her voice cracked. “Or why.”
“Why don’t you tell me, then?” Dev hated the shrill edge to her voice. But her heart felt cracked in half, and she couldn’t go back now. “You never tell me anything about your family or where you’ve come from. Not the real stuff. Like why you didn’t want to go to your father’s wake.”
“Devri, watch it.” Shiv stepped back again, looking toward the door. “That has nothing to do with these cottages.”
“I think it does. I think there’s something inside you that wants them gone, no matter what that means for anyone else.”
“Is that what you think? That I just want to sell them to someone who will make them disappear so I never have to see them again?” She shook her head. “You couldn’t be more wrong.”
“What is it, then?”
Shiv sank down on the hearth, her head in her hands. It was a long moment before she looked up. “You never told me what Margaret said.”
“It doesn’t matter now.”
Shiv’s eyes were locked onto Dev’s. “It matters to me.”
Dev looked up to the rafters and took a breath before she answered. “She found a way to sponsor me for a new visa, and if it was successful, I wouldn’t even have to go home.” Devri paused. “Technically, I’d be working with her in an effort to find and develop new properties for local residents.”
“Ah. I get it now.” Shiv stood, locking her hands behind her head. “Starting with our cottages?”
“Well, yeah.”
“Right. I should have known. So now the agreement we had doesn’t matter.” She walked in a slow circle, red splotches rising on her neck. “The trust I showed you when I tossed that contract over the ridge doesn’t matter.” She turned slowly and looked back at Dev. “The fact that we could both make a half mil here doesn’t matter because now you want to do something else.”
“Shiv, stop.” Devri shook her head. “I didn’t say it didn’t matter. I just—”
“You don’t understand what it’s like for someone like me, Devri. Opportunities like this never fucking happen to us.” Devri watched as Shiv paced the length of the hearth. “But it makes sense. This isn’t that big a deal to you. I mean, just look at where you come from. Your da would buy you Rockefeller Center if you decided you wanted it. You don’t have to grab opportunities, because they’re everywhere for someone like you.”
“Shiv, no. That’s not what’s going on here. There’s just something more important than money at play here.” Dev stopped, holding on to the kitchen island with both hands to keep the room from spinning. She watched as her fingers turned white at the edges and then realized Shiv was staring at her.
“I’m sure you think that.” Shiv crossed the room, picked up her mug, and downed the whiskey. “But for people that live in the real world, there is nothing more important.”
“Why?” Devri heard the desperate edge to her own voice but couldn’t catch the words as they scattered across the island between them. “Why is money always the only thing to you?”
Shiv’s mouth was a thin, tense line, and when she answered, it sounded as if she could barely get the words out. She didn’t look up. “Because it’s not money.” She grabbed the mug and hurled it against the door, the pieces shattering and skidding across the floor before she finally looked up and met Dev’s gaze. “It’s safety.”
Dev watched as she crossed the room, snatched her coat off the hook by the door, and left, slamming the cottage door behind her.



 
C HAPTER SIXTEEN
“What the fuck are ya doing here, ye eegit?”
Shiv opened one eye and looked up at Nieve, her hair falling out of a banana clip, bathrobe sliding off one shoulder, and wielding a baseball bat. “What do ya mean, what am I doin’ here? Are you mad?” She sat up and dropped her head in her hands. “I’m your sister, in case you’ve forgotten.”
“Fuckin’ hell, Shiv.” Nieve propped the bat up beside the door and shuffled into the kitchen. “You’ve really got to start using the phone.”
Shiv stood up slowly and rubbed her eyes, willing the jackhammer in her head to give it a rest. “Is there a spare cuppa tea goin’ or what? I’m spittin’ feathers over here.”
“Sit down.” Nieve piled her hair back on top of her head and repositioned her hair clip. “I’ll make ya one, and you can tell me what the hell is going on that ye’d risk me batterin’ ye into next Tuesday.” She filled the kettle and pressed the power switch, using one slippered foot to pull out a kitchen chair as Shiv wandered in. “Go on. Sit down.”
Shiv sank down into one of the chairs and reached for the biscuit tin. “I just had a bit too much drink last night, so I crashed on your couch. I needed to bring Bessie back to you anyway.”
“Horseshit.” The kettle whistled, and Nieve poured, dropping a teabag in each mug. “I know that look because I’ve had it myself. You’ve clearly had a bust-up with yer missus, so spill it.”
Shiv just shook her head and dug the keys to Bessie out of her jeans, plunking them on the table. “Where’s lover boy today, anyway?”
“He’s in Dublin, getting me some parts for the combine. I dropped up one of the drum bearings, and the auger flighting is close to giving out, so he volunteered to pick them up for me.”
“Ah, the romance.” Shiv yanked the hoodie off her head and balled it up on the table. “I like it that he lives here now, though. I don’t worry about you as much.”
“Nice attempt at changing the subject,” Nieve set the mugs down and sat across from Shiv, pulling the biscuit tin in her direction, “but I believe we’re talking about the bust-up with Devri.”
“I don’t need to talk about it.” Shiv sat back in her chair, wrapping both hands around her mug. She looked everywhere but Nieve for a minute, then gave up. “Look. I told you about our arrangement with the cottages, right?”
“She’s going to sell them back to you and skeet on back to the States before her visa runs out?”
“Something like that.” Shiv rubbed her forehead with the heel of her hand. “Except things have gotten a little more complicated since we came up with that plan.”
“Ya don’t say?” Nieve rolled her eyes and leaned onto her elbows to get the best look at the contents of the biscuit tin. “I’m dyin’ of shock over here.”
“Fine. Here’s the short version.” Shiv blew on the surface of her tea. “I found us a potential buyer for the cottages, an investor from Dubai, and the good news is that he’s willing to cough up over a million euros now that the zoning is different, and he can put in a big fuck-off hotel with an ocean view.”
“What’s the bad news?”
“I didn’t realize it, but Devri doesn’t seem to care anymore about the massive pot of money we could make on this deal. She’s gotten sentimental about the cottages, and I think she wants to keep them.”
“Keep them?” Nieve ripped into a Time-Out chocolate biscuit wrapper with her teeth and spit out the foil scrap. “Why in the world would she do that? Why wouldn’t anyone rather have a big bollocks foreign hotel that blocks half the village’s view of the ocean?”
Shiv decided to double-task and sipped her tea at the same time she shot her sister a withering look. “She didn’t exactly say this, but it’s not that she wants to keep them. It’s more that she wants to sell them off individually or something to local families. As soon as she heard about the shit local housing situation, I could see the idea building in her head.”
“Clearly she’s a heartless slapper, so she is.” Nieve winked at her from across the table. “What did she say about yer plan?”
“I kind of sprang it on her last night, and in hindsight I probably should have kept her more in the loop. I just wanted to surprise her, so I guess I got a little carried away, but it wasn’t like I wanted to keep all the profits.” Shiv shook her head. “My solution was that we sell it to him as co-owners and split the profits down the middle.”
“And what was her reaction to that?”
“She barely listened.” Shiv picked at a scar in the wood. “She already had this big plan going with Margaret Mallory to stay in the country, doing something like creating affordable housing in Firnagh,” she paused to launch some dramatic air quotes, “‘fixing up depressed properties that would otherwise be sold for commercial uses.’ Or some shit.” Shiv raked a hand through her hair. “I got the feeling she was talking about both of us doin’ it, which is not a bad plan if yer independently wealthy and don’t have any goddamn bills to pay.”
“Shiv.” Nieve’s energy shifted, and she touched Shiv’s hand. Shiv jerked hers away. “I know you don’t like to talk about this, and ya know I fuckin’ hate it too. But if this is real, you’re gonna have ta tell her what it was like.” Shiv turned her head away, and Nieve followed her gaze until she looked back. “That you were obsessed with every cent that came yer way because ya knew you had to get the fuck out of Firnagh. And not a single bit of it was yer fault, but that shit changes you. It changed us.” She looked down and didn’t say anything else for a long time. By the time she did, both of them had swiped at the tears on their cheeks more than once. “She deserves to know what shaped you into you.”
Shiv dragged a shirtsleeve across her cheek. “So, what do I do now?”
“Jaysus, Shiv. Cop yerself on.” Nieve smacked Shiv’s hand as she reached for the second half of her Time Out biscuit. “Do you not know anything about women?”
“Why does everyone seem to forget I am a woman?” Shiv made another swift play for the biscuit and won. “But do go on.”
“It’s not about the cottages. She’s telling you she wants to stay here and build a life with you, you idiot.” Nieve arched an eyebrow. “One that means something. And all you can talk about is potential profit margins.”
“She didn’t say that.”
Nieve watched her face and snatched back her biscuit while Shiv was thinking and nibbled off the chocolate.
Shiv thought for a long moment and finally looked up. “Did she?”
Nieve rolled her eyes. “And since you’re clearly in love with her, you might need to get yer arse back there and fuckin’ take her up on it.”
Shiv broke into her first smile and stood up, rooting around in the biscuit tin before she headed for the door. “Why the hell do you buy the healthy biscuits that taste like barn hay? You know you only eat the ones with the chocolate.”
Nieve followed her to the door and opened the latch. She hesitated, then opened the door.
“What?” Shiv stopped. “I know you’re thinking something, so you might as well just say it.”
“Do you remember that piece-of-shit backpack you crammed everything into when you left for Dublin? The one with the rip in the outside pocket?”
“Yeah.” Shiv stopped, her hand on the door. “Why?”
“I remember it was the only thing that made you feel safe. You hid all your money in that pocket you stitched behind the lining, even though I told you to put it in the bank.”
Shiv looked away and nodded, and Nieve pulled her into a hug. She held her there for a long moment before she whispered the words only they would understand.
“It’s okay to put it down now. You’re safe.”

Shiv ran from the farm to the cottages, stopping twice to pick the wildflowers growing in Nieve’s fields. The sun was rising over the sea by the time she got to the ridge, painting the tops of the waves with molten gold, and she stopped to take a breath before she reached Dev’s cottage. She stepped to the edge of the ridge and looked down at the place she used to disappear, where she looked up at the cottages and wondered how it would feel to live there. To feel safe at home. To be loved.
She shook off the memory after a moment and reached for the doorknob, pushing the door open quietly in case Dev was still asleep. She stopped in the kitchen to wash the remaining rainbow mug and fill it with water, then trimmed the flowers to fit. She rinsed her hands and took off the overshirt that smelled of the farm, laying it over one of the barstools before she stepped into the bedroom to find Dev.
But Shiv’s heart sank when she saw the empty bed and the open wardrobe door. Dev wasn’t in the bedroom. Or the bathroom. Shiv had just started down the hall to check the other cottage when she spotted the folded note on the kitchen island. She picked it up and unfolded it with shaky hands as she sank down on one of the barstools.
Shiv,
I need some time to think, so I flew back to New York. I’ll be back in a few days.
Shiv laid the note down on the countertop next to the flowers. When she finally spoke, her voice echoed across the empty cottage walls.
“Fuck.”

By the time Devri dragged herself out of JFK airport and sank into the back of the cab, she was exhausted. When she’d decided to leave Firnagh, she’d grabbed a change of clothes, her travel documents, and some moisturizer, which she knew she’d need because she couldn’t seem to stop crying. Even when she’d flagged down a Firnagh cab, stuck her head through the window, and convinced the driver to take her all the way to the Dublin airport. He offered to drive her into the Galway train station instead, which made a lot more sense, but the thought of having to sit there and cry with a load of people staring made her hand over her American Express card and collapse into the back seat. The older gentleman driving stopped at the first petrol station and got her an enormous, steaming takeaway cup of tea, which she’d learned that, along with cursing, was Ireland’s answer to everything, with a lemon poppyseed muffin wrapped in plastic wrap that looked like someone’s mother had made it. And it must have been magic because it seemed like only five minutes before she was stumbling inside the bright lobby of the Dublin airport looking like a drowning victim pulled from the river Liffey.
She didn’t remember much about the flight, just the odd feeling of waking up to an impatient stewardess telling her that it was time to get off the plane. She poured herself into the back of a yellow cab outside the airport and mumbled her parents’ address, trying to think about anything other than how much she missed the bones of Shiv. She missed everything about Ireland. Even the air in the back of the cab seemed unnaturally stifling and hot. She missed the scrubbed-clean freshness of the breeze outside the cottages, the genuine smiles and banter of everyone in the village, even the people she didn’t know yet, and, my God, the thought of not going back to that pub made her want to just change the destination and jump off the Queensboro Bridge.
After the humiliating experience of not having any cash to tip the doorman at her parents’ Fifth Avenue apartment building in Manhattan, she was so tired she felt like she might be sick in front of the door as she waited for someone to answer it. It seemed like forever, but finally it opened in a swoosh. Her mother was standing on the other side. She looked perfect, as usual, but different, somehow. Devri watched her familiar, formal expression disappear when she realized something was wrong, and she guided Dev into the foyer and gently took the bag off her shoulder, pulling her into her arms. She just held her up as she cried, deep, pounding sobs that filled the room. She didn’t ask, maybe because she knew there was nothing to say. Only the cavernous emptiness left when love cracks open your heart like a canyon and then disappears, like it never even existed.

Devri woke up about midnight, or at least that’s what the clock in the hall said as she walked barefoot down the long parquet hall from the guest room to the kitchen. She looked under the door as she passed her father’s office, but the lights were out, which was no surprise. One light was still on farther down the hall, and as she rounded the corner into the kitchen, her mother was sitting at the table, with a toppling pile of tiny green velvet bags and an enormous bowl of…birdseed.
Devri shook her head to clear it. Nothing about the scene made any sense, from the birdseed to the lack of chardonnay on the table, to her mother using her brother’s silver christening spoon to carefully fill each bag and then knot the tiny silk strings on either side.
“Mom.” Devri pulled out a chair and picked up one of the bags. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Devri, put that down right where you found it.” She sounded like she was scolding a burglar, but the smile she flashed afterward looked a lot like…happiness. Strangely. “I’m not sure if you know this, but for Orthodox weddings, they give the guests tiny bags of birdseed to symbolize fertility, and the bags are always green, for some reason.”
“Mom. Do you know this to be a fact, or did you just google it? And are you talking about Lonnie’s wedding? Since when have you even acknowledged it was going to happen?”
“I was having a hard time with it, so that’s fair.” Her mother carefully placed a finished bag into a white satin box on the table. “Even your father said I needed to stop being an idiot.”
“And now you’re stuffing wedding favors with Lonnie’s christening spoon?” Dev set her phone down on the table and pulled up the hood of her old sorority hoodie she’d found in the back of a closet. “You’re going to have to fill in some blanks for me.”
“Listen. It’s no one’s business but mine and Raziel’s. But I will tell you that your brother’s girlfriend came to see me about a week ago.”
“Here?”
“Yes. Here.” Her mother got up and reached into a display cabinet on the wall, then sat back down and pushed another tiny silver spoon in Devri’s direction. “And if you’re expecting me to tell you the story, at least you can make yourself useful. Fill the bags exactly like I’m doing here. Don’t cram them full willy-nilly.” She looked up and smiled. “That’s just tacky.”
“Good lord. I feel like I woke up in an alternate universe.” Devri smiled, picking up one off the stack of velvet bags that her mother pushed in her direction. “But do go on.”
“It was simple, actually. Your father was playing golf, as he usually does on Friday mornings, and I heard a knock at the door. When I opened it, there stood Raziel.”
“No warning? Wow. That is one brave girl.”
“I invited her in for coffee, of course. I’m not rude—”
Devri started to open her mouth and thought better of it.
“And we started talking.”
Dev looked up and spilled a spoonful of birdseed across the table. “What did she say?”
Her mother swiftly swept it up and into her hand, dumping it back on the pile. “She said that she had too much respect for her own parents to ever come between me and my son.” She paused. “So, she was there to see if there was some way we could find common ground.”
Devri smiled and put down her spoon. “She had you right there, didn’t she?”
Her mother nodded for her to pick up the spoon. Devri gave in and started for the birdseed but, out of the corner of her eye, saw her mother smile.
“And Lonnie had no idea?”
“Neither did your father, apparently. The two of them had been plotting and planning to get us together, but Raziel just knocked on the door and spoke to me woman to woman.” She smiled then, a real smile, and put down her spoon. “She’s lovely. Now I regret I wasted time being so stubborn in the first place.”
“Something must have happened. I wonder if Lonnie suggested it at some point.” She pulled on the silk string, and it came right out of the bag. “Even if she is brave, that would have been nerve-wracking for anyone.”
Her mother knotted the bag she was working on and looked pointedly at the half-full one Dev had abandoned on the table. “I asked. He didn’t suggest it. But he did propose.”
“What? That’s impossible. He would have told me!” Devri sat back in her chair and tried to make it make sense. “She said no?”
“No. Of course not. She said she needed to speak to someone before she could answer, and she was on my doorstep the next morning.”
Devri waited for her to continue, which she did not. She tapped her tiny spoon sharply on the table. “And?”
“He proposed again last night, which I’m assured was every bit the romantic moment it was supposed to be. You’d know that if you’d look at your phone. Lonnie called you right after he called us with the news.” She placed another bag neatly on the pile. “Your father and I wanted to help pay for the wedding, but her family wouldn’t hear of it. Apparently, Raziel has four sisters, so I can imagine things are tight, but they want to do as much of it themselves as possible without hiring professionals.”
“I like them already.”
“They’re wonderful people. Deborah, her mother, had me around for coffee and cake the day after Raziel came to speak to me, and we’ve been planning the wedding together ever since.”
“Before he’d even gotten a chance to propose again?”
“We both knew that was just a formality. And by the way, Lonnie and Raziel are coming for brunch at eleven a.m. tomorrow, so try to look presentable.” Her mom took the spoon out of Devri’s hand and put everything to one side. “Now, tell me why you’re here. And don’t lie and tell me it’s nothing.”
“It’s definitely not nothing.” Dev dropped her head into her hands, and it was a while before she looked up. “I’m in love with someone.”
Her mother smiled but said nothing, just waited for her to go on.
“But then this huge divide came out of nowhere. And what’s killing me is that there’s something else to it, something I don’t understand. I can feel it.”
“I’ll start some coffee, and we’ll sort it out.” Her mother got up and took the coffee-bean grinder out of the cupboard, then turned back around and looked at Devri over her shoulder. “Start at the beginning.”
Devri told her everything, from the first time she saw Shiv in the pub, to the weekend on the island, to the fight they’d had the last night she was in Ireland. She told her about the cottages and how they’d grown to mean so much to her, and every single thing she knew about Shiv, her family, and even what Fergal had said about her dad at the wake and that she’d moved to Dublin to fend for herself at seventeen. Which was probably a waste of time because, by the time she’d reached the end, it all just seemed like a tangled mess. She sighed and reached again for the carafe of coffee, then stopped suddenly.
“Mom.” Her voice was gentle. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d seen her mother cry, and now she had tears in her eyes that she was turning the other direction to hide. “Are you crying?”
“No. Don’t be ridiculous.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes, then picked up the silver spoon again, only to put it down a second later. “It’s just that I think your Shiv and I have some things in common.”
“Well, that certainly isn’t what I thought you were going to say.” Dev leaned back in her chair, hands wrapped around her coffee cup. “How on earth is that possible?”
“Dev, did your father ever tell you how we met?”
“Yeah. He said you met at the store. I think it was while he was working as a floor manager under his father, correct?”
“That’s right. It was June first, 1982, and I’d just gotten a job interview at Macy’s. I took the train to Bergdorf’s across town because, back then, everyone knew you had to wear lipstick to an interview, and I couldn’t afford to buy any. I had some lip gloss, but it was a drugstore pink, and I needed a real, grown-up lipstick.”
“I get the feeling it was an important interview?”
“It was. It was just a sales position, entry level, but if I landed it, I would have the chance to work my way up into a career, which is what I needed.” She stopped, then looked out the kitchen window for a long time before she continued. “I know your grandparents on my side died before you kids were born, and I’ve never really talked about them—”
“Never talked about them at all, you mean.” Devri reminded herself silently to keep her voice gentle. “Or your childhood. And I never knew you thought about having a career.” Devri stirred some extra sugar into her coffee and looked up. “I don’t remember you having a job when we were kids.”
She lifted her coffee cup, and Devri noticed her hand was shaking slightly. “Anyway, I went into the store the day before. I was so nervous I thought I might die, but I stole an Estée Lauder lipstick from one of the displays.”
“Mom! Are you making that up?”
“Believe me, that’s the last thing I’d make up. But when the salesgirl went to the other side of the counter, I slipped it into my coat pocket and headed for the door.”
“Did anyone see you?”
She nodded. “I thought they had. Someone approached me right before I got to the main doors, but he only wanted my address for an upcoming promotion. He asked me what I’d been shopping for that day, and I was so nervous that I told him the truth. That I’d been looking for lipstick because I had a job interview.” She smiled, brushing a few bird seeds to the edge of the table. She looked lost in thought. “Anyway, that night, I heard a knock on my apartment door, and when I opened it, no one was there. Just a package.”
Devri leaned forward, her coffee forgotten. “What was in it?”
“It was wrapped beautifully, with shiny blue paper and a gold satin ribbon, and on the very top was a very posh-looking note.” Her eyes teared up slightly, and her voice seemed far away as she went on, as if she were still there, in that memory. On the inside was a handwritten note, in fountain pen:
You got the job. Report to the cosmetics department tomorrow morning at eight a.m.
“Who was it from, did it say?”
“The stationery was preprinted.” She shook her head and looked down, almost as if she were holding the note in her hand again. “From The Office of Oslo Cahn. Bergdorf Goodman, Manhattan.”
“Dad!” Devri sat back in shock. “But how did he…?” Her mother simply waited, sipping her coffee and watching as the pieces slowly came together for Devri. “He was the one at the doors that asked you why you’d been in the store that day.” She looked up to meet her gaze. “And that’s how he had your address.”
She nodded. “And in the package was every single shade of lipstick in the Estée Lauder line, beautifully wrapped and all brand-new in their boxes. Sixty-six in total.”
“Why didn’t you ever tell us that?” Devri laughed at the look her mother gave her from across the table and changed tack. “Well, maybe apart from the shoplifting bit.”
“Because for a long time I just wanted to forget how my life had been before I met your father. By the time I was sixteen I was sleeping on the floor in a filthy Hell’s Kitchen studio with four other girls, but even that was better than living at home.”
She took a deep breath before she continued, and Devri noticed she was gripping her brother’s baby spoon tightly enough that it was beginning to bend. She took the spoon gently and covered her mother’s hand with hers. It was ice cold.
“And I was lucky to get it. I’d spent the month before that sleeping on the streets and just trying not to be noticed.”
“You couldn’t go home?”
A single tear slipped down her cheek. She didn’t bother to wipe it away. “The streets were safer.” She was silent for a long moment. “But to stay there, I needed a job, and that’s why that interview was so important. I never wanted to steal that lipstick, but I knew I wouldn’t look the part without it, and I had to land that job.”
Devri nodded and covered her mother’s hand with both of hers. The sheer generosity of what her mother was doing for her, dragging up the past she’d worked her whole lifetime to forget, was starting to dawn on her. “You think this has something to do with Shiv, don’t you?”
“I don’t know. Only she can tell you that. But I know how that lipstick felt in my coat pocket—like the most important thing in the world. I knew it was my ticket to real money of my own, and that was my ticket to safety.” She took a breath. “And as it turned out, I was right. Just remember, what you’re asking her to do is a trustfall.”
“Safety.” Devri nodded, the meaning of that word clicking into place like a puzzle piece. She sat with her mother for a long time, holding her hand until it warmed in hers, then got up to go back to bed. She reached the hall, her fingers on the door frame, and turned around. “I’ll never forget that you told me that story when you didn’t have to. I love you for trusting me with that part of you.”
Her mother nodded and picked up the spoon, filling it with birdseed and sifting it carefully into the next tiny velvet bag.



 
C HAPTER SEVENTEEN
Dev managed to find some of her own clothes in the guestroom closet and a sky-blue cashmere tee from her mother’s stash, which, after a long shower, just about made her feel human again. She almost sent Shiv a text but couldn’t find her phone anywhere. She remembered having it in the house the night before, but it was probably somewhere down the side of the bed, knowing her. Just as well. She needed to think of a way to apologize for leaving the flipping country with no warning, but in the meantime, she was just trying not to think about the fact that Shiv hadn’t texted her either. Every part of her wanted to be there. Back in Ireland and, most importantly, back in Shiv’s arms.
“Pumpkin?” Her dad knocked lightly on the guest-room door. “Your brother and Raziel just got here, if you’d like to meet her.”
“Thanks, Dad. I’ll be there in just a second.”
She’d gotten up early enough to have a leisurely few cups of coffee in the balcony garden with her father, who’d been delighted to wake up and find her in the kitchen. He told her about some unexpected retirement plans and had lots of questions she couldn’t quite answer about the cottages, but she did her best, including giving him the scoop on Shiv. It also helped that her mother had been up since dawn, micromanaging the kitchen help she’d brought in for her “casual family brunch,” and watching her flit around in that kind of mood had always been free entertainment for Devri and her dad.
She looked in the mirror one last time before she walked down the hall to the family room, where an obviously nervous Raziel was waiting with her brother. She was warm and intelligent and way out of her brother’s league, so Devri liked her right away. The ring Lonnie had given her was beyond gorgeous, and she’d had to excuse herself to check on something in the kitchen to stave off the tears burning the back of her eyes.
What if Shiv never spoke to her again? How could she have finally fallen in love and then messed it up already? That had to be some kind of record, even for her.
Devri heard her mother calling everyone to the table, so she headed into the dining room. Handwritten cards were propped up against each place setting to remind everyone where they were sitting.
“Mom.” Devri held hers up and smiled. “There’s only five of us. You could’ve just pointed.”
“Devri, I’ll thank you for keeping your opinions to yourself. It’s the first brunch with my new daughter-in-law, so I wanted to be sure things were a bit more special.”
“Everything looks lovely, Mrs. Cahn.” Raziel smiled, her soft-brown eyes shining. “Thank you for having me.”
“What am I?” Lonnie rolled his eyes good-naturedly. “Chopped liver?”
“You’re late with the mimosas for the table, for starters.” Their mother nodded toward the kitchen. “The champagne is in the door of the refrigerator, and the glasses should be ready for you on the counter.”
After everyone had a glittering glass of champagne with the sparest splash of orange juice, her father raised his glass for a toast. He’d just started to speak when the doorbell chimed, and he glanced around the table, looking for the nonexistent empty seat. “Well, that can’t be a brunch guest. There’s no name card. Which is against the law, I’d imagine.”
“That’ll just be the florist with the look book I ordered for Raziel and her mother.” Their mother gave him a look and raised her glass. “Just ignore it. The staff will answer it for us.”
Their dad beamed at Lonnie and Raziel as he raised his glass as well and welcomed her to the family. Raziel’s cheeks were flushed as she clinked in with everyone else, and they’d all just settled in to passing around the brunch dishes when someone rounded the corner of the dining room. Her father put down his glass and started to stand, but his wife put a hand on his arm. “Sit down, Oslo.”
It was Shiv, with her fedora in hand. She cleared her throat. “I apologize for the intrusion. I was just wonderin’ if I might have a word with—”
Devri jumped up and ran to her, melting into her as Shiv wrapped her arms around her. Devri ignored the excited whispers coming from the table and just breathed in the scent of her. She still smelled like waxed cotton fabric and cool, fresh air. Like her Shiv.
Shiv held her for a moment, then let her go enough to hold Dev’s face in her hands. “Devri, I’m so sorry. I never should have left. You were right about the cottages—”
“I never should have left.” Devri searched her eyes, still too shocked to breathe. “I missed you every day.”
Shiv laughed, a low, husky rumble, Dev’s face still in her hands. “It’s only been the one, darlin’, but it felt like a lifetime. Let’s never do that again.” She brought Devri’s forehead to hers. “You’re the love of my life, Dev. Whatever happens, we figure it out together. I want to marry ya someday, so whatever you want to do with the cottages, that’s what we’ll do.”
Shiv seemed to suddenly remember she was in a room full of people and turned around. “Please forgive me for being so rude, I—”
“Nonsense!” Oslo jumped to his feet and shook her hand. “Devri was just talking about you this morning, and you’re more than welcome here. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Lonnie got up and offered his hand as well, introducing her to Raziel while her father got a chair from the side wall and made room at the table, with the help of the place setting the kitchen staff brought in at exactly the right moment. Shiv looked touched to be settled in with the family as Oslo handed her a glass, and everyone started talking at once until Devri held up her hand, suddenly thoughtful.
“Mom.” She tried not to smile as her mother was suddenly very busy refolding her napkin. “How did Shiv know our address?”
Her mother sniffed and picked up her champagne flute. She took a leisurely sip, then pulled Dev’s phone out of the pocket of her cardigan and laid it casually on the table. “Honestly, darling.” She smiled briefly in Shiv’s direction before she went on. “It’s like you’ve never seen an episode of Dateline. Who uses their birthday for the lock code on their phone?” She paused for a sip of champagne. “You really must be more careful.”
“My sweet Nadine.” Oslo smiled at her, shaking his head. “Why doesn’t this surprise me?”
Shiv laughed, which spread instantly around the table like blown fire. “It’s not her fault. I was already walking into Dublin Airport when she rang. I was determined to do whatever it took to find Devri,” she paused to glance at Dev, “but after a few questions about my intentions, she was nice enough to offer me the address details.”
“I also offered to send a car,” Nadine smiled at Shiv, “but she wouldn’t let me.”
Shiv smiled back, an easy warmth settling between them. “You’d been too kind already.”
Everyone seemed to relax then, and conversation flowed easily, as if they’d known each other forever. As dishes were being passed over the clink of cutlery, and laughter warmed the room around them, Devri caught her mother’s gaze across the table. She mouthed the only words that mattered: Thank you.
If she hadn’t known better, Devri would have thought she saw tears again in her mother’s eyes before she nodded, smiling back at her.

After brunch had wound down and her mother had cornered Lonnie and Raziel into perusing the floral “look book,” whatever that was, Devri took Shiv’s hand and led her out to the garden balcony, closing the door behind them.
Shiv shrugged out of her jacket and draped it over Dev’s shoulders, but Devri tensed. One thing was left. One question that was sitting like a brick in her stomach. She turned to Shiv, slipping her hands around her waist. “I need to ask you something.”
“Anything.”
“Where did you go after you left our cottage? I need to know you didn’t—”
“My sister’s couch, baby. Only Nieve’s couch.” She looked into her eyes, the wind ruffling her hair as she held her. “There is no other woman in the world but you.”
Devri smiled as the weight she didn’t realize was there lifted off her chest and blew away in the wind. “Good answer, Shiv Byrne.”
“When I came back to the cottage and saw you were gone, I did two things. First, I called Margaret and had her start getting the cottages re-surveyed individually.” She smiled. “Did you know she already has families lined up to buy them? Local Firnagh families?”
“I didn’t till she told me at the pub.” The wind pulled Dev’s hair out of the bun at the nape of her neck, and she caught it with her hand. “And I loved your idea about buying in on the cottages so we both own fifty percent, then just splitting the profits. I mean, we should still clear more than €200,000 each, which is—”
“Just enough to be able to invest comfortably in our next project.” Shiv paused. “And, if you fancy it, Nieve knew I didn’t want the half of the farm I inherited when Dad died, so she offered to give me the three oceanfront acres of land at the outer edge of the property line. I know we’ll probably be traveling a bit at first looking for properties to bring back to life, but if you’d like to build another Byrne house on the Firnagh shoreline, we can make sure this one is exactly as you want it.”
“Oh, I fancy it.” Devri laughed, the wind picking up the sound and carrying it out toward the skyline. “That sounds like a dream.”
“And Margaret is already halfway through the sponsored-visa application process. I got the feeling neither of us could’ve stopped her.” Shiv laughed, shaking her head before she pulled Dev closer. “But I meant what I said in there, Ms. Cahn.” She smiled, leaning down to kiss her as a pigeon swooped to rest on the railing beside them. “I’ll speak to your father and wait for the right time, but I hope someday you’ll marry me.” She looked out over the skyline. “And if you’d rather come back to New York, we’ll live here—”
“God, no. Not even a little bit.” Dev closed her eyes and leaned into Shiv’s chest. “I can’t wait to get back home to Ireland with you.”
“Grand.” Shiv pulled her close, whispering into her ear. “Home to Ireland it is.”
“Wait.” Devri looked up at the sudden sunlight falling across Shiv’s eyes. “You said that when you realized I was gone, you did two things before you went to the airport. What was the second thing?”
“I’m surprised you haven’t felt it yet.” Shiv smiled, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Look in the pocket of my jacket.”
Devri patted down the side of the jacket and pulled out a white ceramic mug with a slightly crooked rainbow printed on the front.
“I raced down to the shop to replace our mug so we’d have a matching pair again when I convinced you to come back to Ireland. We’ll need them when we both move into cottage number nine.”
Devri looked up at Shiv as the sun warmed the space between them. “It’ll be our first home together.”
“I don’t care what home we’re livin’ in, darlin’.” Shiv held her close, her words as warm as love on Devri’s lips. “As long as you’re in it.”
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