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Like Finley, this year I unexpectedly lost a member of my family, my stepdad. He left us just a few months before he would’ve seen his dedication. I’m so grateful for his impact on my life. He taught me to appreciate food—a little too well. He was chili at the stove, food delivered to my door on deadline, Mark Twain quotes, house disaster calls at 3 a.m., one-liners, and intelligence. He would’ve walked through fire for me, then brought me back some clever souvenir. He was one of my biggest supporters and my friend. I loved him for the dad he didn’t have to be. But was.

So I’ll just pretend it’s not too late, and he can read this. To quote John Mayer, “Say what you need to say.”

This book is lovingly dedicated to Kent Hughes. Long ago you took on two kids when a new Labrador would’ve been easier. Thank you for all you’ve done for me, from fixing my toilet to encouraging my career. If I had to count each favor, it would be in the billions. And we both know if I count past a thousand, I get a little confused.








Look for yourself, and you will find in the long run only hatred, loneliness, despair, rage, ruin, and decay. But look for Christ, and you will find Him, and with Him everything else thrown in.

—C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity 
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Prologue 

Sometimes I think about when I was little, and my older brothers would take me out to fly kites.

“Give it some slack!” Will would yell.

It was almost painful to watch, that kite of mine.

Tethered to the string in my hand. Dancing in the sky all alone.

My breath caught in my throat, my pulse beating wild and crazy in my chest. My heart soaring with every dip and turn of the kite, as if I were flying along, instead of standing with my two feet on the ground, squinting against the sun to see the dance.

What if it fell?

What if the breeze took it away?

I counted the seconds until I could reel it back in.

I was that kite.

Fragile against the wind. Soaring one minute. Spiraling straight down the next. Just looking for something to hold me up.

Before I spun out of control and flew away.

Disappearing from sight.



Chapter One 

I’m on my way to Ireland! I’ve pretty much lost a whole night’s sleep on the plane, but who cares? Great things are waiting for me. I know it.

—Travel Journal of Will Sinclair, Abbeyglen, Ireland

Miss?”

I pulled out an earbud as the flight attendant leaned over me. “Yes?”

“We have a few seats available in first class. Would you like to have one of them?”

Seats like recliners, meals that didn’t taste like burned Lean Cuisines, and no guy in front of me leaned back ’til he was in my lap? “Yes, please.”

I grabbed my backpack and followed the woman through the narrow aisle, dodging two ladies on their way to the bathroom.

Five more hours of the flight to Shannon, Ireland. I couldn’t get there fast enough. But a cushy seat would surely help pass the time.

“Here we go.” She smiled widely, and her eyes brimmed with an excessive amount of enthusiasm for a good deed she surely did every day.

Thanking the flight attendant, I slipped into the seat, the leather crunching beneath me, and set my backpack at my feet.

“Have fun,” she said.

Have fun?

I glanced at the guy beside me. He leaned against the wall, his head propped into his hand, a Colts hat covering his head and shielding his eyes from view. From the stillness of his body, he had to be asleep.

I settled in, pulled out my travel pillow, zipped up my hoodie, and burrowed. Reaching for the newspaper, I opened to the second page, where the article from the front left off.

. . . The latest bombing in Iraq has been claimed by terrorist Hassan Al Farran, ringleader of the al Qaeda cell thought to be responsible for the deadly blast in Afghanistan that killed a schoolhouse of children, as well as CNN correspondent and humanitarian Will Sinclair, son of hotel magnate Marcus Sinclair. On the Most Wanted list, Al Farran is number four in command in the Taliban and continues to elude capture.

As the familiar churning began in my stomach, I took a few deep breaths. One day the pain wouldn’t be as fresh as if the loss of my brother had just happened. Instead of two years ago. My counselor said I should’ve been past the anger stage. But I wasn’t.

But on October twentieth, perhaps I would be.

I continued to read the article, but it provided no new information, and soon the words swam and blurred until I finally had to close my eyes and rest for just a bit in the dimmed lights of the plane.
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“The captain has turned on the Fasten Seat Belt sign. Please remain in your seats and refrain from moving about the cabin.”

Somewhere in the fog of my sleepy brain, the flight attendant’s voice registered, but I couldn’t seem to pull myself to the surface. So tired. And warm. And comfy.

“Sir, your friend needs to put her seat belt on.”

“As much as I like a lovely girl leaning on my shoulder,” a lilting voice whispered near my ear, “I think you might want to listen to the flight attendant.”

My head lifted with a jerk as the plane shuddered. “What?”

Where am I? What time is it?

The boy beside me laughed, and after I blinked a few times, I saw him more clearly.

Snapping myself in, my cheeks warmed. “Was I just—”

“Sleeping on me?” He nodded his head, his blond hair peeping out from his cap. “Yeah.”

“And did I—”

“Drool?” His voice carried a hint of Ireland. “Not much.”

Gray eyes. Chiseled cheekbones. A grin that revealed a dimple. A voice low enough to send chills along my aching neck. A smile that would send most teen girls into a squealing fit of adoration and hyperventilation.

“Oh my gosh—”

“Shhh.” He pressed one finger to his lips. “Don’t say a word. I’ve gotten this far without being bothered.”

“Beckett Rush.”

He flashed that million-dollar grin again. The one that earned this nineteen-year-old the lead role as the darkly romantic Steele Markov in a franchise of films such as Vampire Boarding School and Friday Night Bites.

“If you stay mum about this, I’ll give you an autograph.” He leaned close. “But you should know I’ve given up signing body parts.”

I blinked twice, my mouth open in an O.

“I know, it’s shocking,” he said. “I guess the flight attendant thought she was doing you a favor sitting you next to me, but—”

“I don’t want your autograph,” I finally managed.

Beckett tilted his head and flashed those gunmetal grays.

“Okay. One picture. But later. After we land, and I’ve had my breakfast.”

“I don’t want your picture either.” I scooted away from his seat.

“The last thing I want, Mr. Hollywood Party Boy, is to be photographed with you, where it will surely land in some trash magazine.

As if I need any more of that.”

His frown was the first genuine facial expression I’d witnessed.

No doubt, Beckett Rush was not used to anything but fawning and fainting from teenage girls. And their mothers.

“Have we met?” he asked.

“No.” Digging into my backpack, I pulled out a magazine and flipped past the glossy cover. None of the girls looked like me. They were all rail thin, unlike my size nine. Scrawny legs, where my own were muscular from years of cheerleading. And their hair displayed artful compositions of chaos and grace, while my long, dark locks were stuffed into a messy bun on top of my head after an endless day of travel.

“Are you sure, so?”

“Quite.” Returning the magazine to my bag, I retrieved the sheet music I’d been working on for weeks. My audition piece.

“Because now that I get a good look at you, you seem familiar.”

I swiped my fingers through my brunette bangs until they offered a little coverage. “I have one of those faces.”

“And you’ve certainly a strong dislike of me.” I could feel his eyes study me as I reread the first eight measures. “As if I’ve done something to you.”

“You have not.”

“Then—”

“It’s your type,” I said, without looking up. “I know your type.”

“Well now, that’s interesting.”

His cologne filtered my way and clung to my shirt where I’d fallen asleep against him. I probably had crease marks on my face from his shoulder. How embarrassing.

“Did you have a good nap, then?”

Boys like him were only after one thing. And I was done with him and his entire species. “Fine. Thank you.”

“Since we’ve established who I am . . .” He lifted a blond brow when I didn’t respond. “The next line is where you tell me your name. I think if you’re going to drool on me, we should at least be on a first-name basis.”

I sighed and looked toward the window where I saw nothing but dark sky.

“You look like a Myrtle to me,” he said to himself. “Maybe a Mavis. But I could be wrong.”

“Finley.” I tried to rearrange my mussed hair with my fingers.

“Finley Sinclair.”

Silence. Then his eyes widened. “Of the hotel fame?”

Here we go. “My dad might own a hotel or two.”

“One or two thousand.” And then new understanding dawned.

“You’ve had quite a year. I think I saw you on the cover of People some months back. ‘Hotel heiress sneaks into club and parties the night away.’”

“That was last spring.” And I had worked my tail off making amends, getting away from what my dad had called my crazy season. Thank goodness any small amount of notoriety I had did not extend to foreign countries. I would start over with a clean slate. “The article was grossly exaggerated, and I’m sorry I took a photo op away from you. But don’t worry, your Wild Child title is safe. I don’t want it.” Not anymore, though you couldn’t tell it from my list of escapades last year. And I was done associating with people like Beckett, or my ex-boyfriend, who just wanted to have a good time and didn’t care about the costs.

I didn’t miss the flash of Beckett’s eyes before his amiable mask returned. “Since you’re not a member of my fan club, let’s talk about something else,” he said. “A safer topic perhaps. What brings you to Ireland?”

Years of manners drilled into me made it impossible to totally ignore him. But I wished I were still asleep, blissfully unaware of the choppy skies or whom I was sitting next to. “I’m going to Abbeyglen. Foreign exchange program.” And I was two weeks overdue. Instead of leaving last month like I was supposed to, I had opted for an orchestra camp instead. Now I would arrive mere days before school began.

My body jolted as we hit another air pocket.

“So your parents wanted you out of the country.”

“It was my choice, actually. My brother Will came here for his senior year and I wanted to do the same. I hope to see every place he went.” I thought of his travel journal in my backpack, sandwiched between a romance novel and Seventeen. And Will’s violin, stowed in the front of the plane, the one I would use to get into the New York Conservatory. I’d stay in Abbeyglen through March, then go back to Charleston and graduate with my class. Just enough time to soak up the culture, buy my parents some souvenirs, and totally change my life.

Beckett put his elbow on my armrest and leaned my way. “I’m sorry about your brother.”

“How did you know about Will?”

“What happened to him got the whole world’s attention. I’ve already read two scripts based on your brother’s life.”

Anger had a stranglehold on my throat, and I considered pulling down one of those masks until the black spots went away. “Will’s life was more than some Hollywood opportunity.” How dare they commercialize the event that ripped my family in two? I’d seen enough of the real video footage to last me the rest of my days.

“I know that must’ve been hard.”

“Thank you,” I finally said. “Life can be hard. In the real world.”

What did Mr. Vampire know of difficulties? He lived in a magical palace where girls threw him rose petals and their never-ending loyalty. His movies’ opening-night revenues could build a hundred of the schools in Afghanistan my brother had worked so hard for.

His smile was a slow lift of the lips. “Just a piece of advice. You might want to brush up on your people skills if you’re going to make it in Abbeyglen. The Irish are some of the nicest folks on earth, to be sure. They won’t take kindly to your surly attitude and sullen looks.” Beckett’s eyes took a lazy stroll over my face. “Pretty though those looks might be.”

The boy was unreal. “Does that seriously work on girls?”

“Yes.” He scratched his chin as he contemplated this. “Yes, it does.”

I delicately cleared my throat and studied my nails. “Did absolutely nothing for me.”

“Interesting. I guess there’s a first time for everything.” He shrugged. “So you don’t care to sit by me. And you don’t want my autograph. What is it you do want, Finley Sinclair?”

Some peace. Some healing. To hear God’s voice again.

I wanted to find my brother’s Ireland. To put it into song.

And I wanted my heart back.

“I’ll know it when I find it.” I looked past Beckett and into the night sky. “Or when it finds me.”



Chapter Two 

Call when you arrive. You know how your mother worries. And be careful of strangers. Can’t trust anyone these days.
 —Dad
 Sent to my BlackBerry

If I never got on a plane again, it would be too soon. All I wanted to do was crash into a bed and stretch out my tired body until I passed out into sleepy bliss.

After some unsuccessful small talk, Beckett and I spent the remaining hours alternating between sleeping and ignoring one another. Just when I had started to feel badly and thought to attempt some kindness and genuine conversation, I opened a new OK! magazine, only to be greeted by an article about the movie star beside me and his wild night in Los Angeles weeks ago. A yelling match with his producer. Dinner at Spago with three blond starlets. A hotel room carelessly trashed.

So I watched one of the in-flight movies instead.

“Enjoy your stay in Abbeyglen.” Beckett Rush grabbed his bag from the overhead bin as the passengers in front of us shuffled to the exit.

“Thank you.” I hitched my backpack tighter and finally met his laughing eyes. “Nice to meet you.” My voice was flat as my wilted hair.

Those full lips quirked. “Right. And you as well, Felicity.”

“It’s Finley.”

“I had a grand time sitting beside you.” His accent made his words sound almost sincere.

“Uh-huh.” I stepped into the aisle, grateful to be minutes from escape.

“Who knows?” he said. “We might run into each other again.

Our paths might cross. Our circles might intersect.”

I turned away from my inspection of the slow-moving woman in front of me and stared at this arrogant boy. “Pretty sure I don’t hang out in the same circles as you.”

“That’s not what the tabloids say.”

“My party days are over.” My look dismissed him from the top of his Colts cap to his designer shoes. “A temporary lapse of judgment for me. Not something I want to make a career of.”

“A little fun never hurt anyone. In fact, it pays my bills.”

“There are more important things to care about.” Like my audition. I wouldn’t blow it again.

Beckett stared for one second before he threw his head back and laughed. “You take care of yourself, Frances. I hope you find just what you need in Ireland. And maybe even . . . a little fun.”

“My name is—” I snapped my lips together. Never mind. The boy was an actor. Not a rocket scientist. Clearly he wasn’t blessed with an ample amount of brain cells. Just stunningly good looks. And a voice that could charm a weaker girl into handing over her purity ring with one syllable.

The line in front of me finally moved. Two teenage girls ahead turned and gawked at Beckett.

“Is that—”

“Could it be him?”

“It’s not,” I said loud enough for them to hear. “Just his body double. Not nearly as cute.” I lowered my voice to a stage whisper.

“And a little s-l-o-w, if you take my meaning.”

Leaving Beckett Rush behind forever, I grabbed my beloved violin, then followed the line that emptied into the Shannon airport. Stepping out of the traffic of busy travelers, I called home. My mom’s sleepy voice answered on the fourth ring.

“I made it.”

“Good to hear your voice.” I heard a rustle of blankets and my dad mumbling in the background. It was ten p.m. there, and my parents were early birds. “Your father said he loves you and to call him later.”

“Did he just roll over and go back to sleep?”

“The man sleeps through hurricanes.” My mom yawned.

“Now, Finley, don’t forget what your counselor said.”

“I know.” Would I ever outrun my past? “I’ll call her if I get stressed or overwhelmed.”

“Or if those feelings start to come over you again.”

“I’ve been okay for six months, Mom.” No anxiety meds, no more depression talk. “You promised you wouldn’t push.”

“We love you. We just want you to take care of yourself. It’s been a long haul for you, and I don’t want anything to mess it up.”

“I have to go. The O’Callaghans are probably waiting.”

“I miss you already.”

“Talk to you soon.”

“Stay away from the black pudding.”

“Mother—”

“And don’t ride your bicycle on the wrong side of the road.”

Ten minutes later I made it to baggage claim, where the machine gave a mighty groan and bags began to file out like weary soldiers. It was a long, tiring wait before I saw mine appear.

“Excuse me.” I tried to step past a large gentleman standing in the way. “Sir, if I could just—” No! There went my suitcases. Using a little more elbow than manners, I nudged by the man and reached for the handle of my bag. I wrenched one off the belt and made a grab for the other. “Sir, would you mind grabbing that?” Fatigue pounded into me like a high tide. I swiped for the bag again, my fingers making contact. But couldn’t keep hold.

I moved back and took a seat on the floor, knowing I’d have to wait ’til it came around again. So tired. And hungry. And smelly. And in need of caffeine.

Lord, I do not want to sit down and bawl right here in the middle of the airport.

“I believe this is yours?”

I looked up and saw Beckett Rush standing over me, my rogue suitcase beside him.

The guy could’ve put somebody into a trance with those eyes.

“How did you know that was mine?”

“I just got a hunch.” His arrogant smile quirked on his lips.

“Like when I saw you nearly swan dive onto the conveyer belt.”

“Your vampire instincts are uncanny.” My fingers brushed his as I pulled my suitcase to me, my face burning at the sight of his smirk. “Thank you.”

“Welcome to Ireland, Fiona Sinclair.” And with that, Beckett Rush dismissed me and walked away.

I probably should’ve gotten his autograph.

And sold it on eBay.

Wearily tugging my stuff, I might as well have been dragging a mountain. I finally made it to the reception area and searched the small crowd for a redheaded girl with large brown eyes that matched the picture on my phone.

“Finley?”

Exhausted and hopeful, I turned at the voice.

A teenage girl stood behind me, eyes bright and smile wide.

“You are Finley!” She crushed me to her, and my arms wrapped around her thin frame. She couldn’t be any more than a size two, standing a head shorter than my five-eight. “I’d recognize you anywhere. You look just like your picture!”

I hugged the girl and laughed. “I guess you’re Erin.” At least I hoped she was my host sister. Otherwise, this was way too much PDA.

“Did you have yourself a good trip?” she asked.

Across the way I saw Beckett surrounded by what must’ve been his entourage. “A little turbulence.”

“Come meet my family.” I followed her to a smiling trio. “This is my mam, Nora. My dad, Sean.”

“Very fine to meet you,” Nora said. She gave me a light hug, and I shook Sean’s hand. Erin’s parents reminded me of the Jack Spratt nursery rhyme. Her mom was just as short and plump as her father was tall and thin. They all looked very perky for three in the morning.

“And this is Liam,” Erin said with less enthusiasm.

“I’m twelve.” His chestnut hair matched his father’s, one shade darker than my own brown wavy locks. “But I’m mature for my age. In case you felt like dating a younger man.”

“Mature?” Erin snorted. “You still play with Legos.”

“Just practicing for my future in engineering.” His voice cracked in an unintended squeak. “Mam says one day girls are gonna fall for my intelligence.” Liam wiggled those brows toward me. “Better get me while I’m still available.”

“Don’t scare her away, dear.” Nora pulled her son to her side.

“He imagines himself a little Romeo, this one does.”

Erin eyed her brother. “And you know what happened to Romeo.”

As Sean drove, the family took turns pelting me with questions and throwing out random tidbits about each one of them. I wanted to tell them my brain had turned to mush hours ago, but I just smiled and nodded instead.

“We inherited a bed-and-breakfast,” Erin said as one topic crashed into another. “It’s a lot of work, but quite fun to live in. My father just retired from the army, and now he’s unclogging toilets and burning scones. Show Finley your hand, Dad.” She laughed as we cruised down the road. “Mam has to bandage a new wound every day.”

“At one time in my life, didn’t I dodge mortar fire for a living?” Sean O’Callaghan navigated the car on the roundabout. “Now I take hits wearing an apron and making jam.”

“And a right fine job you’re doing too.” Nora patted her husband’s arm and sent a wink to us in the backseat.

The busy intersecting highways finally lost their American big-city appearance and gave way to fields, too dark to see. My chest filled with an empty ache as I tried to imagine the beauty hidden by the night. In the daytime, I knew the meadows would be as green as though Photoshopped by God, like in my brother’s pictures. We sailed by a farm with what looked like the remains of a castle tower just sitting out by the fence, and I leaned past Erin’s brother to get a closer view.

“They’re all over the place,” Erin said. “Just some ruins. We have one on our property.”

“It looks like a princess used to live there,” I said, more to myself than to anyone else. “Maybe she was besieged by an angry dragon. And one day her prince finally came to save her.”

Sitting beside me, Liam patted my hand. “I’ll save you anytime, Finley.”

I’d had too many moments when I had needed saving. But I wanted those to be over. This stay in Ireland marked that new beginning. No more trouble. No more desperate mistakes.

And definitely, no more drama.
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“Here we are!”

Following Erin, I slid out of the car with my heavy limbs and took in my temporary home, aided by the lights of the small parking lot.

The house perched on a hill as if it were spying on the town below. Cobalt-blue shutters popped against the cream-colored wooden siding. A flower box sat beneath each window with blooms and greenery spilling out over the edges. It all beckoned me to come inside and be happy.

“Give us your violin, so.” Liam reached for the case I was holding.

“It’s no trouble.” I didn’t trust it in anyone else’s hands. Will had gotten the instrument in junior high. He hadn’t stuck with it, but he’d given it to me when I was in fourth grade, and I would’ve run into a burning house for my violin.

Walking across the front step, I had to sidestep a faithful chocolate Lab that sat on guard duty, wagging its tail.

“Cute dog.” I petted the soft, smooth head.

“That’s Bob.” Erin opened the door. “He’s just a visitor, that one is.”

Sean and Liam took my things upstairs as Erin and her mom showed me around.

“This is the living quarters,” Nora said. “On the other side of the kitchen is the guests’ part of the house.”

“The good part,” Erin said. “The part that doesn’t have a leaky roof.”

The home was cozy, yet large, filled with three bedrooms, a living room, a gigantic kitchen, and a breakfast nook where a scarred oak table was snugly tucked in the corner. It looked like it’d been through many meals, but I couldn’t find a speck of dust, and I knew my dad would approve of that. A family lived here. One who didn’t have to share the space with sadness and regret.

“Take her upstairs and show her where she’s staying.” Nora O’Callaghan gave my back a motherly pat. “I’ll have a nice, big breakfast ready when you wake up.”

Erin and I climbed the oak steps, my shoes landing on wood worn until the shine had dulled. Walking behind Erin, I noticed the cut of her jeans. The familiar style of her gray sweater. I didn’t know what I expected, but every Irish person I’d seen so far had been dressed like the average American. Erin’s outfit could’ve come from the mall back home.

On the second floor, Erin showed me her brother’s room, where robotic sounds drifted through the closed door. “I’d advise you to stay as far away from Liam’s room as possible.” Her heart-shaped face scrunched. “It smells like feet.”

We peeked into Erin’s room, which was two doors down. The yellow walls were a natural match to her personality.

“My mam thought you’d prefer the room we fixed up in the attic. She said you’d want your own space where you could practice undisturbed. Can’t hear a thing from up there. So to the top floor we go.”

The stairs steepened and narrowed, and my tired body struggled with every move. When I hit the top, moonlight streamed through a window as big as the O’Callaghans’ car.

“It’s said the daughter of the original owner of Birch Hill House would climb up here and keep lookout for her fiancé, a seaman.” Erin stood before the window, a smile playing about her lips. “One time he was scheduled to return, and she took her post. And she waited and waited.” Her voice dropped to a sad whisper. “After two weeks of doing nothing but staring out toward the ocean, she finally had to accept the cold truth.”

I looked toward the horizon where I knew the ocean lay. “His boat had dashed against the rocks, plunging him to a watery grave, never to return?”

“No.” Erin blinked. “That he had horrible navigation sense and would have to be a cobbler like his father if he expected to ever be her mister.” She eyed me warily. “You’re a wee bit dark, aren’t you?”

Before I could answer, Erin did a happy spin before the window, her red ponytail swishing the air. “I think Abbeyglen will be exactly what you need. You’re going to love it here.”

“I hope so.” I smiled at her enthusiasm. “I’m certainly going to try.”

“Good night, then. I know you’re exhausted, so I’ll quit talking and let you get some rest.” She hugged me again and tiptoed out, leaving me to stand there contemplating the same window, the same vast darkness beyond it.

God, my brother felt your presence so strongly here in Ireland. Will you be here for me?

But, as usual, there was no answer. There hadn’t been in some time.

After brushing my teeth, I found Mrs. O’Callaghan had turned down my bed, and on a small table beside my pillow burned a lamp, the only light in the room. I unpacked, placing my pants, all perfectly folded, in drawers. I hung my shirts and skirts by color on a clothes rack, then went about lining up my shoes, adjusting their angles until each was symmetrical to its mate and peace settled in my mind.

For the moment.

I flopped onto the bed, not even bothering to change into my PJs, and grabbed my backpack, pulling out my brother’s travel journal.

As Handel softly streamed from my laptop, I gave into the pull to rub my hand over the soft leather cover of the book, then opened to the first page and saw Will’s familiar handwriting. The loop of his upper case, the dips of his lower.

Travel Journal of Will Sinclair
 Foreign Exchange Program
 Abbeyglen, Ireland

Mom had given me the journal after my brother’s memorial. Two days later the call came confirming my acceptance into the program to study abroad. Same country. Same town. Will had loved it here, even returned a few times.

After I got the placement, I knew—my audition song would be for Will. For his Ireland. So far my composition was inspired by every picture in his journal. Except I lacked an ending.

Though I had the first page of his journal memorized, I read the words again.

Arrived in Abbeyglen. I’m excited to look at it all. Do it all. This place is awesome.

It was the last page that plagued me. The travelogue was filled with journal entries and a few photos, each one meticulously explained. But toward the back, pressed into the center of the paper, was a picture of a single cross gravestone. No explanation. No commentary. I wanted to see every single spot my brother did. Feel what he felt. Feel . . . something. I would set foot on each landmark Will had and see it with my eyes and my brother’s words. And when I found that Celtic cross, I knew I’d have what I needed to write the finale to my audition piece.

And perhaps I’d find Will at each of the stops. As each day passed, my grief over him seemed to widen, but my memories of him only lessened. And that couldn’t happen. I wasn’t going to let it.

My weary eyes drifted to the final sentence in his first entry.

God, I see you in everything.

I shut the book. Turned out the light.
 I, too, wanted this place to be awesome.
 But God?
 I couldn’t see him anywhere.



Chapter Three 

• Two eggs, 200 calories

• One glass of orange juice, 110 calories

• One slice of something similar to bacon, approximately 2 grams of fat

My ability to rattle off nutritional information was one of my few talents, learned when I’d need to lose some quick weight each year for cheerleading tryouts. I couldn’t remember a single math formula, but the nutritional breakdown of a chalupa? Embedded forever.

On Monday morning, I sat in the breakfast nook with Liam and Erin. The sun streamed in through the bay window as I took a drink of juice and watched Sean and Nora buzz about the kitchen, cooking for their guests as if they were in a race. Still jet-lagged, it made me tired just watching them.

“Sean, hand us that toast.” Nora zipped past her husband, doing three tasks at once. “Finley, I’m sorry we didn’t get out and about this weekend. It’s a busy season here at the B and B, but as soon as things calm down, we’ll take you to some good places.”

“Like the stalactite cave,” Liam said. “It’s dark and creepy. And kinda drippy.”

“Your brain’s drippy,” Erin said. “Mam meant the really important places.”

“There are some I’d like to see soon.” I thought of the pictures in my brother’s journal. “Like the Cliffs of Moher.”

“Beautiful spot near Doolin,” Sean said from the stove. “Not too far, so.”

The O’Callaghans were kind enough to give me the grand tour of Abbeyglen this weekend, but the demands of their inn didn’t allow for too much time away. I hated being without a car. If I had my own transportation, I’d have just driven myself. But even Erin didn’t have a car. She said hardly any of the teens did. Such strange torture.

“Are you nervous about school?” Erin asked.

“A little.” Who wouldn’t be? I’d been at the same private school all my life. And now I was going to an all-girls Catholic school. What if the girls at Sacred Heart didn’t like me? What if they made fun of my Southern twang? What if I didn’t catch on to their Catholic school ways? What if this uniform skirt cut off my air supply?

“Here’s the plate for table six,” Sean said. “French toast, eggs, and fruit.”

“Young man.” Nora peeked beneath the table at her son’s feet.

“Where is your other sock?”

Liam shrugged. “I could only find one.”

“We have to leave in fifteen minutes. Go find it.”

“I looked.” Liam’s pubescent whine came out like the honk of a flat horn.

“Och, the first day of school always affects him like this.” Nora grabbed her son by the arm. “Let’s go. I have a feeling you didn’t look too hard.”

Sean nudged an egg in the skillet. “Can someone take this plate out?”

“I will,” Erin said.

“No!” Nora stopped, her foot poised on the first step. “Not after last time you won’t.” Her kind eyes turned to me. “Would you mind?” She jerked her highlighted pixie head toward Erin. “This one can’t be trusted. Last time she served a guest breakfast, we found her thirty minutes later, sitting at the table rattling on about her earthworm collection.”

Erin bit into a piece of sausage. “I like to share my passion for science.”

“Our guests do not want to hear about worm droppings at the breakfast table.” She gave Liam a small push. “Go on with you.”

“Table in the corner by the fireplace.” Sean handed the plate to me, then adjusted the strap of his ruffled apron. “Did I mention I used to ride in a tank for a living?”

Pushing the door open with my shoulder, I walked into the dining room where six tables draped in white cloths filled the space. At eight o’clock, only four of the guests dined, and their low chatter bounced off the hardwood floors.

The guest in the corner sat toward the fireplace with his back to me, a book in one hand, a cup of tea in the other.

“Here you go.” I placed the warm food on the table.

And got a look at his face.

“You.”

Beckett Rush lifted his head and smiled. “Good morning t’you, as well.” He put down his book and glanced at his plate. “You didn’t spit on me toast, did you now?”

“You’re staying here?”

“I am.”

“Here? At Birch Hill House? In one of these rooms? At this B and B?”

Beckett grinned at my babbling. “Don’t you go getting any ideas about stealing the spare key and sneaking into my room.” He covered his mouth in a whisper. “The innkeepers’ daughter already tried it.”

Of all the host families to stay with, I was residing with the one housing Beckett Rush. Unreal.

“Since I’m here for a while working on a movie, I guess we’ll be seeing each other around.” He picked up his syrup and poured a whorl of it over his plate. “Only in Ireland for a few days, and you’ve already found your pot of gold.”

This was the O’Callaghan’s customer. I couldn’t snark off to him. I couldn’t.

Oh, but I wanted to. What was it about this guy that had me itching to bare my claws?

I somehow managed to unclench my teeth. “Have a nice day.”

He pierced a bite with his fork. “Dream about me while you’re at school.”

“Would that be with or without your false teeth?”

He gave me a slow wink. “They’re fangs.”

“Kind of sad you have to use props to get the girls.”

“It’s absolutely tragic, isn’t it?” His smile reached his eyes. “Be sure to put me on your prayer list.”

[image: 9781595545404_INT_0031_001]
My socks cut off my circulation, my uniform sweater itched, and my underwear seemed to be staging some sort of revolt to make me as uncomfortable as possible.

And these were the good points of the day.

I sat in fifth period and listened to the English teacher, Mrs. Campbell, give a preview of the year. No matter the country, it was the same spiel. If you didn’t do your homework, you were going to flunk. And if you flunked, you’d never get your dream job. And if you didn’t get your dream job, then you’d need to start practicing the phrase “Did you want biggie fries with that?”

As she lectured, I glanced down at my desk and realized that sometime during the hour, I’d rearranged my supplies. Three pens rested in a perfectly aligned group at a ninety-degree angle to my notebook, which rested in the exact center of the desk.

I did so like order. After Will died, when I wasn’t sneaking out of the house, I was organizing the family closets.

“Students, you are sixth years.” Mrs. Campbell paced the front of the classroom, her eagle eyes somehow falling on every one of us. We all looked like carbon copies in our dark shoes, plaid skirts, and navy cardigans. “After you sit your leaving cert this spring, you will be released into the real world. Do you know what you want to do? Where you’re going? Do you know who you want to be?”

My stomach tightened with her every question.

How was it I was eighteen? A senior? On this ledge of two lives, preparing to jump off and go to college and leave my childhood behind?

My brothers both shot from the birth canal with their destinies stamped to their butts like signatures on a Cabbage Patch Kid. Alex picked up his first football at two and never looked back, becoming one of the nation’s most beloved quarterbacks. And Will had gone on a mission trip in the eighth grade and forever championed for the plight of the less fortunate, whether through his work on CNN or his foundation to build schools in Afghanistan.

So far I was the family screwup.

But that was going to change.

“Every year we ask our sixth years to complete a final project.” Mrs. Campbell stopped near my desk, which was unfortunately at the front. “This year’s theme is serving,” she said. “We don’t want to just send out intelligent young women into the world, but kind, compassionate ones. Please take one of these sealed envelopes and pass it back.”

I picked an envelope from the top and handed the stack to the girl behind me and tried to smile.

“I’m Beatrice Plummer,” she whispered. “You may have heard of me.”

“I don’t think so.”

She ran a manicured nail under her envelope. “My dad is the principal. Mr. Plummer.”

“Must be hard to have your dad as principal.”

“Actually I find it quite useful. Do you know Taylor Risdale?”

“The actress?”

“My third cousin, she is.” Her braggish tone scrubbed over my nerves. “She’s filming a movie here.”

“I believe I did hear something about that.”

“I’m in it.” Her pleased grin let me know that it was an honor she was even talking to me. “So you’re the new girl. The American?”

I nodded.

“Would you like to sit with me and my friends for lunch?” It came out with enough confidence to be more of a statement than a question.

We girls can sometimes be like wild animals, able to sniff out the strongest among us. Within seconds, I took in the total picture of Beatrice—her black sequined headband, the way her dark hair fell with perfect symmetry over her shoulder, diamond studs twinkling in her ears. Even her regulation socks somehow looked cooler than the rest of ours.

I’d just met Sacred Heart’s queen bee.

“Thank you. But I’m eating with Erin.” I gestured to where my host sister sat on the opposite side of the room. “Want to join us?”

Beatrice’s glossy lips curved into a facsimile of a smile. “A word of advice?”

“Um, okay.”

“You could aim a little higher.” She delivered her sales pitch with all the finesse of a used car salesman. “With some guidance you could be one of the cool girls here, so.”

“Like you.”

She flipped her hair. “Of course.”

“Thanks for the offer. I’ll give it some thought.” I might’ve been born privileged, but my momma hadn’t raised no snob. Well, just when it came to egomaniacal actors.

I turned back around as Mrs. Campbell cleared her throat for attention.

“Students, please open your envelopes.”

I peeled open the flap and reached inside.

Cathleen Sweeney.

“On your paper is the identity of a person you will be spending a lot of time with.” Mrs. Campbell clasped her hands together, her eyes alight with excitement. “Each one of you will be adopting a grandparent from one of our nearby nursing homes.”

Okay, I could do this. A chance to cheer up an elderly person? How hard could that be?

“You will be expected to see your grandparent at least twenty hours by the term’s end. You will read to them, talk to them, get to know them, become a part of their lives. And before our Christmas holiday, you will turn in a portfolio to me.” Mrs. Campbell passed out a pack of papers, and the classroom filled with the sound of thirty girls flipping through the stapled pages.

Mrs. Campbell explained each assignment and how we’d be graded. “My plan is that this experience teaches you more than any textbook ever could.” She paused and her eyes panned the room. “My hope is that when you walk away from this . . . you are not the same.”

An assignment that could change my life?

Sign me up.



Chapter Four 

The people here are so nice. They do hospitality better than any Southerner back home, and that’s saying something. Haven’t met an unkind soul yet.

—Travel Journal of Will Sinclair, Abbeyglen, Ireland

No cafeteria.

What kind of school was Ireland running here?

Erin bit into her sandwich. “Why is that weird?” “You’re missing the joys of healthy cafeteria fare like fries, cold pizza, and mystery meat.” Not that I ate that trash. The last few months I had really cleaned up my diet, but school food was a teenage right of passage. Of course, so was driving, and they didn’t get that one either.

“We either bring our own lunch or go off school grounds,” Erin said.

Off-campus lunch. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

“Ugh, there goes Beatrice and the Poshes.” Erin’s friend Orla pointed to the group of girls crossing the street.

“Where are they going?”

Orla took out a compact and covered the shine on her forehead where her blond bangs swung. “That’s the boys’ school. St. Raphael’s.”

“What did you call them? The Poshes?” I ate my peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, scraping off some of the strawberry jam, ripping away the crusts.

“Posh,” Orla said. “Like fancy. Think they’re better than the rest of us, sure they do.”

“We used to be friends,” Erin said. “That was before they got so uppity and . . . daring. We don’t mind a bit of fun, but we’re not party girls.”

“Yeah.” Orla opened her brown paper bag and peeked inside. “We know fun. Like two weekends ago we stayed up all night watching a documentary marathon on the brain.” She rolled her eyes toward Erin. “We’re positively wild.”

“You forgot to tell me Beckett Rush was staying at your house.” I was quite proud of how casual my voice sounded. As if it were every day I was sleeping under the same roof as a teenage phenomenon.

Erin craned her neck and looked all around before speaking in a hush. “Mam has made me promise not to so much as open my mouth one peep about him. Something about a contract she had to sign when he checked in. The whole town knows, but our family still can’t say a word. It’s been the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. You can’t talk about him either. We don’t know who could be press in disguise. One word to them, and we lose the B and B, our possessions, and our life savings.”

“Wow.”

“I know. Isn’t it awesome?” Erin gave an airy sigh. “Beckett’s lovely, don’t you think?”

“I guess.” I took a drink of water. “If you’re into his type.”

She smiled. “The tall, blond, and ruggedly good-looking type?”

“I’d be careful with him, Erin.”

“Oh, I know. My mam’s already warned me. But he’s been at our house for three weeks and been nothing but a gentleman.

Hasn’t made one single overture toward me.” She sighed. “It’s been a total disappointment.”

“Bea’s one of the locals the Fangs in the Night crew hired, don’t you know,” Orla said.

Erin nodded. “She has a small speaking part.”

Orla took out a package of cookies. “But you’d think she was Scarlett Johansson.”

“It is something to be proud of,” Erin said.

Orla snorted. “And proud that one is. Her cousin got her the gig. Bea has all sorts of connections, and believe me, she uses them. She’ll run over anyone to get what she wants. Best keep your eye on her. I’ve seen the way she looks at you, Finley. Like you’re new competition.”

I lined my bread crusts up neatly in a row on the table. “That’s ridiculous. I don’t want anything she has.”

Erin looked toward St. Raphael’s. “Just make sure you keep it that way.”
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That night I woke up. Sweat glued my shirt to my skin, my heart pounded loud enough to wake the whole village, and tears coursed down my cheeks. Another dream where I saw Will. Yet I couldn’t get to him. And he couldn’t get to me.

One thirty a.m.

I rolled over and sighed, realizing that I was starving. Dinner had been some sausage concoction, and I couldn’t swallow more than a few bites. Sometimes meat just grossed me out. Maybe this was God telling me to be a vegetarian.

Deciding to take my mind off of my growling stomach, I flicked on the bedside lamp and opened my brother’s travel journal. I’d read this thing from cover to cover. Yet I still felt so drawn to it, as if it had something more it wanted to say.

I had to find a way to get out into the countryside and really see Ireland. The O’Callaghans were so busy, there was no telling when there would be a chance to get away. Patience had never been my strongest suit.

Or rolling my r’s.

God, I know we haven’t talked in a long time, and you seem to be playing the quiet game, but if you could open some doors for me to get a car. I want to see the land my brother fell in love with. Talk to the people he never forgot. View the world as he saw it. He believed this was the most beautiful place ever. And I could definitely stand some beauty.

My tummy rumbled again, and I knew I had to do something about it. Last year I would occasionally forget to eat. My counselor called me depressed.

I called me devastated.

I slipped on a sweatshirt to go with my Mickey Mouse pajama bottoms and fuzzy bunny slippers and made my way down the two flights of stairs, straight for the kitchen.

The room came to life as I flipped the switch and investigated the refrigerator.

I spied the milk and remembered the impressive cereal collection in the closet-sized pantry. Just as I reached in to grab the container, a low whine came from behind me.

I turned and listened.

Nothing.

Going back to the fridge, I pulled out the milk.

And heard the whine again. A pitiful sound, desperate and mournful, as if an animal writhed in pain just outside the back door.

I went to the door and my heart clenched at the lonesome wails. Turning the knob, I stepped outside and onto the back deck.

The kitchen light shone like a spotlight on the chocolate Lab I’d spotted on the front step the day I arrived.

“Hi, boy.” I moved slowly, just in case the thing was crying over a new rabies diagnosis. “What’s wrong, huh?”

The Lab remained at attention, but wagged its happy tail.

“Are you lonely? Do you need someone to talk to?” I reached out a tentative hand and scratched his head. “Because I totally relate.”

“Do you now?”

I jumped at the voice behind me.

There in the corner, holding a small book light and a script, sat Beckett Rush.

“You scared me.” My heart thumped wildly in my chest.

“I can see that.” He closed his script. “Were you going to brain me with that?”

His gaze traveled over my head, and I realized I was holding the milk like a weapon. “I apologize for my catlike reflexes,” I said, lowering the jug. “Clearly you were milliseconds from devastating pain.”

He smiled. “Death by dairy products.”

“The dog was crying. I . . .” I was standing there in my pajamas.

In front of Beckett Rush. The Hollywood movie star. “I wanted to check it out. See if he was hurting.”

“The only thing Bob’s hurting for is food.” Beckett held up a plate. “I made myself a sandwich. Bob’s a big promoter of sharing.”

“He should’ve been around at dinnertime. I would’ve gladly shared.”

“That bad? I have half a sandwich here.”

I eyed him warily, as if the space between us were littered with land mines.

“I’m just going to throw it away.” Beckett tapped the seat beside him. “Sit. Eat. I promise you’re safe. I’m too tired to tick you off.”

“You say that like you do it on purpose.” With another scratch to Bob’s panting head, I slipped into the vacant seat.

“It passes the time.”

In the stingy light, I peeked beneath the bread and found ham, cheese, lettuce, and mayo. I scraped off the mayo, lost half the meat, and set aside one piece of bread.

“Picky eater.”

“I have discriminating taste.” I took a bite and smiled.

Bob gave another whine, then with a resigned sigh, dropped himself at Beckett’s feet.

“See?” He scratched the dog’s ear. “Some people like me.”

“He’s just lonely.”

Beckett’s eyes locked on mine. “I believe you said you were too.”

“That was a private conversation. Between me”—I swallowed my bite of sandwich—“and Bob.”

“So what are you really doing up?” His voice was sleepy deep.

“Just woke up. You?”

“Running lines.” He held up his script. “I’ve been inside all day and needed to get out. Get some air.” He ran his hand through blond hair that looked like it should’ve come with a surfboard and sunscreen. “Seems the scenes didn’t go so well today.” He took off his coat, stood up to his height that must’ve been at least six feet, and hovered over me. I held my breath as Beckett moved in close, and I smelled the detergent on his shirt as he settled the coat over my shoulders. “You look cold.”

“Thank you.” I let myself breathe again and snuggled into his jacket as Beckett sat back down, angling his body toward mine.

“I’m about to ask you a favor.”

“And I’m about to tell you no.”

“It’s not a make-out scene. Though I’d be willing to rehearse that.”

“Still, no.”

“Dig deep into that cold, callous heart of yours, Frankie.”

“It’s Finley.”

“Dig deep and find some kindness.” He held out his script.

“I’ve a need for someone to read the part of Selena.”

“Selena the mutating vampire duchess? The woman who eats frogs, whose lower body is covered in scales because her mom had a fling with a merman?”

“I knew you were a fan.”

Dumbest movies ever.

“I’ll give you a tour of the set.”

I rolled my eyes.

“I’ll get my friend Jake Gyllenhaal to call you.”

“Already have him on speed dial.”

“I won’t tell your friends about your sleeping attire.” His gaze dropped to my feet. “Nice bunnies.”

“Fine.” I grabbed the script and put aside my half-eaten sandwich. “But tomorrow we go back to ignoring one another.”

“Page fifty-one.” The dimple in his cheek deepened. “And as for girls who try to stay away from me—my charm always wears them down.”

“I’m up-to-date on my shots, so I’m pretty much immune to everything.”

Beckett just tipped his chair back and laughed. “Famous last words, Flossie. Famous last words.”
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