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Аннотация
Natalie Sullivan is on the verge of a breakthrough most archaeology grad students only dream of: discovering a lost city. Her research points to a farm in Ireland, but to excavate she needs permission from the new owner: the Michael O'Connor, popular NFL running back.
On TV Mike seems so charming and good-natured that Natalie figures getting his cooperation will be a breeze. So she's not prepared to deal with the arrogant�and adamantly opposed�man she meets in person. Or the way one look from him sends shivers down her spine�
Determined to kick-start her career, Natalie travels across the Atlantic and finds herself sharing an inn with Mike, who has come to Ireland in search of his roots. She tells herself her interest is strictly professional, but the more she gets to know him, the harder it is to deny her personal attraction to the sexy sports star. And when Mike confides why he refuses to allow the dig, Natalie must decide if she can follow her heart without losing sight of her dreams.
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Dear Reader,

It�s possible I say this every year, but I love October. To me, this is the month that signals the start of a season of hot apple cider, evenings by the fire, and curling up on the sofa with a good book, dressed warmly in sweatpants and a comfy shirt and snuggled under my favorite fuzzy blanket. We at Carina Press can�t provide most of those things, but we can provide the good books, and this month we have more than a few good books!
In Running Back, the highly anticipated sequel to Allison Parr�s new-adult contemporary romance Rush Me, Natalie Sullivan is on the verge of a breakthrough most archaeology grad students only dream of: discovering a lost city. Her research points to a farm in Ireland, but to excavate she needs permission from the new owner: the Michael O�Connor, popular NFL running back.
If you�re like me, there are certain tropes in romance that you fall for every time. One of mine is the main theme of Christi Barth�s newest book, Friends to Lovers. (Gee, can you guess what it is?) Daphne struggles with revealing her longtime lust for Gib, sparking it all off with a midnight kiss on New Year�s Eve�only Gib doesn�t know it�s Daphne he�s kissed! Also in the contemporary romance category is First and Again by Jana Richards, which has a special place in my heart because this emotional story takes place in my home state of North Dakota.
For months, this Red Cross head nurse has been aiding Allied soldiers caught behind enemy lines, helping them flee into the neutral Netherlands. It�s only a matter of time until she�s caught in Aiding the Enemy, a historical romance by Julie Rowe. If you�re a fan of Downton Abbey, be sure to check out the rest of Julie�s historical romances.
We have two mysteries for readers to solve this month. British crime author Shirley Wells returns to the sleepy northern town of Dawson�s Clough with her popular Dylan Scott Mystery series in the next book, Deadly Shadows. And in Julie Anne Lindsey�s Murder by the Seaside, counseling is murder, but it�s never been this much fun.
Erotic romance author Christine d�Abo brings us the story of Alice�s obsession with a brooding lawyer at her firm, which takes Alice on a journey of self-discovery through the rabbit hole and into the world of BDSM in Club Wonderland. Also this month, the Love Letters ladies, Ginny Glass, Christina Thacher, Emily Cale and Maggie Wells, round up five sizzling-hot stories to finish off their sexy stampede through the alphabet with Love Letters Volume 6: Cowboy�s Command.
Edgar Mason is losing Agamemnon Frost despite everything they�ve been through�the passion, the torture, the heat. Frost�s fianc�e Theodora is back, and Mason can feel his lover gravitating toward her. Every day he sees them together, it tears at his heart. Don�t miss Agamemnon Frost and the Crown of Towers, the conclusion to Kim Knox�s male/male historical science fiction trilogy.
Because October is the perfect month for the paranormal, we have a wide selection of fantasy, urban fantasy and paranormal to share with you. In Jeffe Kennedy�s fantasy romance, Rogue�s Possession, neuroscientist Gwynn�s adventures in Faerie continue in the long-awaited sequel to Rogue�s Pawn. And in the sequel to Soul Sucker, a powerful magic user is stealing people�s faces in San Francisco, and empath Ella Walsh and shifter Vadim Morosov have been called in to investigate in Death Bringer by Kate Pearce. Also returning with another book in her Blood of the Pride series is Sheryl Nantus, with her paranormal romance Battle Scars.
Combining futuristic fiction, fantasy and urban fantasy, Trancehack by Sonya Clark is a compelling cross-genre romance. In a dystopian future where magic is out in the open and witches are segregated, a high-profile murder case brings together a police detective and a witch with unusual powers that combine magic and technology. But dangerous secrets, a political cover-up, and the law itself stand between them. Don�t miss this exciting new world of witchpunk!
Carina Press is pleased to introduce three debut authors this October. Science fiction erotic romance author Renae Jones gives us a Taste of Passion when lust strikes hard for Fedni, an empath who can taste emotion, but her off-worlder neighbor is horrified by the caste system that the former courtesan holds dear.
Two urban fantasy authors debut with us this month. In Kathleen Collins�s Realm Walker, a realm walker hunts a demon intent on destroying both her and the mate who left her seven years ago. Also debuting in urban fantasy is Joshua Roots with his book Undead Chaos. When warlock Marcus Shifter performs a simple zombie beheading, he soon finds that the accidental framing of an innocent necromancer, falling in lust, and burning down a bar are just the beginning of his troubles.
Regardless of whether you�re discovering these books in October or in the middle of summer, any time is the perfect time for reading, and I hope you enjoy all these titles as much as we�ve enjoyed working on them.
We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.
Happy reading!
~Angela James

Chapter One

Three archaeology professors sat before me, frowns on their faces as they decided whether or not to give me the most important grant of my life. Hidden behind my back, my forefinger beat steadily against my hand.
The woman on the left looked up, eyes sharp behind wire-rimmed glasses. �Why Ireland? I see you�ve done your most recent fieldwork in Latin America.�
The male professor beat me to the punch. He leaned closer to his colleague, but not so close that I couldn�t overhear him. �She studied under Jeremy Anderson.�
All three professors eyed me with interest, and I struggled to keep my smile in place. Fake smiles usually came easily to me; I�d been doing them ever since my mother first toddled me out to charm her friends. But with the stakes so high, everything about me shook. I tried to minimize the damage as I spoke. �While I did study with Professor Anderson, this proposal is based off my own research about the most likely site for an Iron Age harbor.�
She nodded, and then looked at the others.
If they granted me this money, I would be the best behaved grad student in the world. I wouldn�t write snarky comments in my field diary and I would map units correctly and I would be a better daughter and I would, I don�t know, contribute to charity and recycle more.
The woman turned back to me. Her smile looked genuine, but she could be the kind of person who thought happy faces softened bad news. �We�ve decided to fund your proposal.�
The clenched fingers around my chest unfurled, releasing my heart so it could beat wildly. My lungs flailed with the increased oxygen. I took a startled gasp, and giddiness rushed through me, starting in my heart but quickly pumping through my arms and legs until every extremity tingled with relief and delight. It swirled in my stomach, brushed the back of my neck, and settled behind my eyes, bright and heavy and gleaming. �Thank you. Thank you so much.�
This time when I smiled, it was real.
* * *
Ireland.
I danced all the way down Broadway. New York in May was always beautiful, if heavily perfumed by sewers and smoke, but now the warm stone buildings near Columbia University were extra lovely, and my green-tinted vision turned it into the Emerald City. In Ireland, it would be past 10:00 p.m., so I shot off an email from my phone instead of calling Jeremy.
My best friend worked in a sports bar one long block away. I skipped past men hosing down the sidewalks and mothers picking up tiny children in navy uniforms. White flowers bloomed heavily on the trees that lined the street, and petals tumbled off in the light breeze. I dodged past the angry Laundromat woman and the same four men who sat on the stoop of 402 and harassed students every afternoon, and then I reached Amsterdam and Cam�s bar.
A heavy curtain draped over the entrance, keeping the air-conditioning trapped inside. I pushed past it and nodded at Charlie, the middle-aged doorman who nominally checked IDs. He took in my beaming face and grinned. �Take it it went well?�
I laughed.
Inside, two-thirds of the patrons turned. Behind the bar, Cam poured a shot of preparatory vodka and placed it beside a foil-wrapped bottle of champagne, apprehension clear on her face.
I sent a cheek-splitting grin clear across the room. �I�m going to Ireland!�
�Congratulations!� my friends cried in rapid succession. Hands thumped my back, arms encircled me. Someone slapped my butt and another kissed my cheek. The champagne popped and frothed.
It took twenty minutes of laughing and gesticulating as I regaled the other grad students with my tale, exaggerating the good bits, minimizing the paralyzing worry. I made my way over to Cam. She shook her head, the light from overhead lanterns sliding across her shiny black hair. Pride suffused her entire face. �Look at you. I knew you could do it.�
�Thanks.� I came around to the swinging entrance and hugged her. �Oh God, Cam, I�m so happy.�
�Me too.� She squeezed me tight. �You deserve it. You�re going to prove them all wrong. You�re going to find Ivernis.�
Two hours and a keg of celebratory Guinness later, my phone vibrated. When I saw the caller, I grinned widely and hitched myself up on the bar. �It�s Jeremy!�
Cam shook her head as she muddled together a mojito. �You are a hot mess. Don�t answer.�
I stuck out my tongue. �I have to answer.�
�That�s a bad life choice.�
Deliberately turning my back, I raised the cell to one ear and covered the other with my free hand. �Hey! Jeremy! How are you?� I maneuvered out of the bar, grinning and waving at my friends as I squeezed past and through the doors. Outside, a breeze cooled the air considerably. �Sorry, what was that? I didn�t catch it.� Almost bursting with pride, I prepared for more congratulations.
His steady tenor came clear from three thousand miles away. �I said, Patrick O�Connor is dead.�
When I was six years old, my father left on a two-week business trip, and I asked every night when he�d be home. And even though Mom kept giving me the same answer, I kept asking, because it didn�t make sense, and it didn�t stay in my head.
This didn�t make sense.
Patrick O�Connor? It had taken me three months to persuade the crotchety old Irish man to grant permission to dig on his land. Three months of pleading and proposals and gradually increasing the amount of money we�d give him. He couldn�t be dead. �How dead?�
�Natalie.�
On the other side of Amsterdam, people spilled out of bars. A young couple laughed. The girl leaned forward and sparked her cigarette off the guy�s lighter. The ember burned dully in the growing dark.
I should be panicking. Or hyperventilating, or at least feeling icy tendrils closing over my heart. Instead, I just watched the flirtation play out without a hitch. The girl twisted a lock of hair, the boy leaned closer and they both laughed again. �How�d he die?�
�Heart attack.�
�When?�
�Yesterday. I just got off the phone with his executor.�
I felt slow and stupid. �But�he signed the contract.�
During the long silence that followed, I was unable to form a single thought. �Natalie,� my old professor finally said, �it doesn�t matter. It�s invalid.�
My legs felt floppy, and I frowned at my knees and tried to lock them. Would it be weird to sit on the sidewalk? It was kind of gross, and darkened with gum stains�not to mention smears of dog poop. I leaned against a metal lamppost instead. �But I just got the grant. Everything�s set. We�re digging at Kilkarten.�
Jeremy sounded grim. �Not unless we get the new landowner to sign the contract.�
I swallowed. Inspected under my nails for the ever-present dirt. �Okay. Yeah. Of course.� The rights to the farmland hadn�t just disappeared into the nether with O�Connor�s death. His wife would surely agree to the same terms. Or maybe even agree to sell the land. �So I just get in touch with the widow?� I swallowed my groan. I didn�t want to interrupt Mrs. O�Connor�s mourning with business, but the excavation was set to begin in just over a month, and we couldn�t do anything without her signature.
Jeremy cleared his throat.
I�d studied with Jeremy long enough to recognize the sound of the other shoe falling. �What? He didn�t leave it to her?�
�She got the house and the money. The property went to his late brother�s son.�
Great, so now I�d have to track down some long lost heir. I dug into my purse for a pen. After I sandwiched my cell between my ear and shoulder, I positioned the pen above my hand. �What�s the nephew�s name? Does he live in the village�Dundoran?�
�It�s Michael O�Connor.�
Well, I didn�t need a pen to remember that name. �Like the running back?�
�Actually�it is the running back.�
My fingers loosened and the pen slipped down to clatter across the pavement. I�d fallen into some surreal world where clocks melted and famous football players inherited my lost city. �No.�
�Yeah.� Jeremy let out a hassled breath. �Think you can deal with this before your flight at the end of the month? I�m emailing you the forms that need his signature.�
I closed my eyes. Michael O�Connor. Running back for the New York Leopards. His image formed beneath my lids. O�Connor�s strong, Roman nose, his habitual grin and his curly, dark-red hair. His warm, brown eyes that squinted when he smiled. A mish-mash of dozens of screenshots and photos flashed though my mind. Of him in his uniform, the black and red of the Leopards. Of him on the bench, his auburn head in his hands, skin gleaming with sweat. Of him in a group hug after a win. Of that amazing touchdown last year. My throat worked but nothing came out for a good minute. �Okay. I�ll take care of it.�
Did this mean I would actually meet Michael O�Connor?
�Great. Oh, and good job on getting us the funding. We can retroactively use that for the past ninety days, so can you start that paperwork? See you soon.�
I lowered my phone. One did not just get in touch with a starting Leopard. Did he have a PR person? Or an agent? How was I supposed to talk to him without fangirling?
How could a contract I�d worked my ass off for be invalidated in a heartbeat?
In the lack of a heartbeat.
Oh, God, I was a terrible person. I�d better order some flowers for the widow.
I took one more deep breath. And then I started searching for O�Connor�s contacts.
* * *
When I entered middle school, I shot up several inches higher than any of my peers. My mother, who had abandoned her own modeling career before I was born, decided my height meant she should introduce me to some of her old fashion contacts. When the magazine spread of me in weird flowy dresses came out, it further cemented my classmates� opinions of my freakiness.
Now, I thought those pictures were cute. At the time, they were the instrument of my unpopularity. I refused to ever stand in front of a camera again, and I still twitched uncomfortably when friends corral me into group photos.
During those middle school years, I found solace in an exquisitely illustrated book of Celtic myths in my dad�s home office. Someone had given it to him as a present, due to our last name being Sullivan, though we weren�t any more Irish than any other eighth generation American.
I loved that book. I especially loved the pictures of the Tuatha D� Danann, depicted as tall, beautiful people with streaming hair that reminded me of my own. I fixated on them, and the myths, and by the time I reached high school I related almost every project I worked on back to ancient Ireland. At fourteen, I wrote a detailed analysis of The Tain, a Celtic epic set in the first century of the Common Era. I wanted to prove that one of the central figures, Queen Medb, was an actual ruler. I was obsessed with proving that the mythological Tuatha D� Danann and Fir Bolg were actually based off real people.
In the last years of high school, that settled into a more academic interest in the original people of Ireland, who were mentioned in several of the classical Greek sources. The explorer Pytheas of Massalia visited in the fourth century BCE, and Ptolemy wrote a general geography in around 150 CE. Ptolemy called the island as a whole �Ivernia,� and noted that the name was the same as that of a people who lived in the extreme southwest, who may once have been the first inhabitants of the land. He located a city in their territory named Ivernis.
Which I decided to find.
It wasn�t that easy, of course. Archaeology didn�t happen as quickly as it looked in two-hour NOVA specials or made-for-TV movies. Archaeologists didn�t just show up on a plot of land armed with shovels and machetes and have at it. Instead, we had to broker deals with landowners and governments and partner universities.
And by �we,� I really mean grad students.
It had taken me three months to get Mr. Patrick O�Connor to give permission for me to excavate his property, Kilkarten Farm, which I had identified as the most likely place for Ivernis. A study had tested the earth there seven years ago and found it used to be saline water. Since I knew from old maps that Ivernis had been located on a bay, it seemed probable that the inlet had silted up, thus covering and hopefully preserving the harbor.
Patrick O�Connor had agreed to the dig after a fair amount of grumbling and haggling over price, but his nephew was being even more elusive. I spent late into the night and most of the next day trying to get in touch with O�Connor through various methods: fan email, the team itself, his agent.
But I didn�t get any answer until three days later when I was on the commuter rail up to Westchester for my weekly dinner with my parents. I�d refreshed my email on my cell for the millionth time, and I almost didn�t believe it when a response from O�Connor�s agent popped up. I came very close to yelping for joy on public transit, but managed to keep it to grinning wildly and swinging my foot. I�d be meeting with O�Connor tomorrow.
And thank God for that bit of good news, because I needed to get through dinner with my parents. I didn�t expect them to be happy that I�d received the grant for Ivernis, but I sort of expected them to be proud of me. That�s what parents did, right? Showed pride when their children achieved success.
I walked the several long blocks from the station to my parents� house. They�d upgraded after I left for college, and while the new house was undoubtedly nicer, it seemed too large for only two people.
I cut across the immaculate lawn to the back door instead of using the imposing front entrance. I pushed open the unlocked door. �Hello!�
Unlike the house I�d grown up in, everything about this one was oversized�big kitchen, high ceilings, large leather couches across from a massive television. Several shots from my mom�s modeling days used to hang in the old house, but now only large, posed family portraits decorated the wall.
I hugged my parents and we unpacked the take-out Dad has just picked up. Things went downhill almost immediately.
Mom stirred her fork and took small, mincing bites. �This isn�t very good.�
My father stopped cutting into the fillet, his clenched hands stalled at ninety degrees. �We didn�t have to order it.�
�You said you wanted Thai.�
�We could have gone to Lemon Grass.�
�But you�re tired of their menu.�
I leaned into their line of vision, swooping the menu off the table. I flashed a smile to the right, then the left, forcing eye contact on both my parents. �Let�s make a note on the menu, and then we�ll know not to order from it next time.�
Dad finished cutting off a small corner and popped it in his mouth, then spoke around the mouthful. �I don�t dislike it.� He leaned backward in his seat.
As though pulled by a taunt string, Mom leaned forward. �But do you like it?�
He shrugged.
I put the menu down. �I have good news! I got my grant for Ireland. Isn�t that exciting?�
My parents didn�t often agree with each other, but now they looked aghast.
�I don�t understand why you can�t stay here.� Mom reached out and ran her fingers through my thick blond hair, which I�d left loose as a concession to her. �You just got back.�
I frowned. �I told you. I went to Ecuador for a specific class, but since I want to write my thesis on Ivernis, I need to spend the summer in Ireland. I can probably even spend most of the year there, since I�ve finished off all my coursework.�
�Are you sure that�s what you want to do? You�re so pretty, Natalya.� Mom�s famous gray eyes mourned. �I thought maybe we could spend some time this summer seeing if there were any photo shoots you were interested in.�
I looked from her to my father, and both appeared unhappy. �Oh.� My voice came out smaller than I�d intended. �You didn�t expect me to get the grant.�
�It was very competitive�� Mom said hastily.
�We didn�t want you to get it,� Dad said bluntly. �How long are you going to do this, Natalie?�
I slowly straightened. �How long am I going to do what?�
He waved his fork through the air; Mom tracked it, her gaze pinned to the speck of translucent onion ready to slide off. �It was fine when you were in undergrad, but you can�t seriously expect to spend your life chasing after adventure. You have to settle down.�
I had to press down on my frustration, because I didn�t want to get into a fight with Dad. Peace was fragile enough in my parents� house without me adding to the unbalance. �Dad, I�ve been in my program for the past three years. What did you think I was going to do?�
He finally put his fork down. �You said you were going to be a professor.�
I nodded slowly. �Yes, and I still probably will, but this is my fieldwork. I have to do it to get my doctorate.�
He shifted. �But you don�t have to do it with that idiot��
My fork clattered against the table. �Professor Anderson�s not an idiot.�
�No? He hasn�t found anything in half a dozen years. I read up on him. He�s essentially the laughingstock of the academic community.�
�Well, you�re not part of that community, so I don�t see why you��
A thunderous expression crossed his face. �We have supported you in whatever you want to do, but enough is enough. What am I supposed to tell people when they ask where you are? Say that you�re off chasing leprechauns? What was wrong with Ecuador, for Christ�s sake? If you have to stay in this ridiculous profession, can�t you at least be realistic? If you align yourself with Jeremy Anderson, no one is ever going to take you seriously.�
My nails bit into my palm and my mouth tensed. �Dad, I got a grant from an independent non-profit. And the whole reason I received it was because of all the research I did, which shows there is a very, very good chance that the harbor of Ivernis is buried somewhere on Kilkarten. So, no, I don�t think I�m being ridiculous or following insubstantial rainbows. I�m doing my work, and I expect results. Results that I intend to present to the American Academy of Archaeology in September.�
Mom tilted her head. �The what?�
I must have told them about the conference at least three times, but I made myself explain again without snapping, though my gut twisted unpleasantly. �It�s the conference Jeremy and I are presenting at in the fall. It�s one of the annual archaeology conferences? We were really lucky to get a space to talk about our fieldwork�usually people just present papers or workshops.�
Dad grunted. �And what if you don�t find anything? Then what are you going to talk about?�
�Dad. I�m pretty sure we�ll be okay.�
�Are you? You know what I learned when I was researching Professor Anderson? That whenever people write about him, they also write about a Dr. Henry Ceile.�
My shoulders slumped. Great.
Like Jeremy, Dr. Ceile studied pre-historic Ireland, but he was of the opinion that focusing on Greek and Roman ancient sources was ridiculous and useless. He also had a personal bone to pick with Jeremy, since Jeremy had received funding to look for Ivernis that had originally gone to Ceile�s research. I tried to avoid calling the relationship between Jeremy and Ceile a feud�but it was kind of a feud.
Dad pointed his fork at me again. �This Ceile says that Anderson is crazy. Do you want to be caught up in the middle of this?�
�Yes, Dad, I do.�
�That�s not how I raised you.�
�Please,� I snapped, and then bit down on my tongue so none of the other words flew out. You barely raised me at all. You barely came home from the office for long enough to pat me on the head before disappearing into your study.
He raised his brows. �What was that, young lady?�
I shook my head and dug into my Pad Thai.
Silence descended and stretched.
Then Mom sniffed. �I went to Ireland once.�
�You went to Scotland,� Dad corrected.
�I went to Ireland too.�
Dad cut her a dismissive sneer. I felt it scrape across my spine and tried not to wince. �When?�
�When I was eighteen. They flew me out for a weekend shoot.�
�And you�re positive it wasn�t Scotland?�
Forks scraped against plates. I desperately searched for something to say.
Please, I thought. Get me out of here. Get me to Ireland.
* * *
Cam looked up from her email when I walked into our apartment. �Your undergrad friend emailed me back. She�s going to sublet for the summer.�
�Great.� I flopped down on the couch.
�Whoa.� Cam�s head snapped up. �You�re wearing pearls. And a cardigan. Dinner with the Sullivans?�
�Yes, and it was just darling.� I unhooked the line of freshwater mussel irritants and slung it across the room into my shoebox of jewelry. �I can�t get to Ireland soon enough.�
�Any news on the football front?�
�Yes! I got an email on the way up to my parents�. I�m going to meet with Mike O�Connor tomorrow.�
�Oh, good.� She paused, and then said in her attempting-to-be-delicate voice: �Have you thought what you�re going to do if he says no?�
I blinked. �What do you mean?�
�I mean, what if doesn�t give you permission to dig?�
I waved a hand. �Come on, he�s a first-string Leopard. He doesn�t need a little non-functional farm in Ireland.�
�Yeah, probably. Though, you know, it wouldn�t be awful if you stayed here this summer. I mean, if you stayed in one place for longer than six months, you could probably even date.�
I laughed. �I�m way too busy to date anything other than my carbon.�
�You�ve already made that joke,� Cam said, a little more acerbically than I thought warranted. �What about that guy in your program that you got lunch with yesterday? How was that?�
I shrugged. �It was fine. It was lunch. I had a strawberry gazpacho soup. Pretty exciting.�
�Oh my God.� Cam stepped over the back of the couch and dropping down on it. �Nothing happened.�
�What was I supposed to do?� I pushed my shoulders back defensively. �I smiled. We talked.�
�See, this is why you don�t have a boyfriend. You were probably all chummy when you should have been, you know, cute.�
�Hey.� I waved a hand down the length of my body. �What about this isn�t cute?�
Cam shook her head. �I just don�t even know what I�m going to do with you.�
�It�s not my fault. It�s not like I�m friend zoning everyone, they�re friend zoning me.�
�Well, you�re helping them right along.� She leaned forward, bracing her hands against her thighs. �Okay. Here�s the plan. We�ll call it Operation Irish Boyfriend. You find an Irish boyfriend.�
�Great! What�s the plan?�
�That�s it. Go and find a boyfriend.�
�Hey, I�m finding a connection between ancient Rome and Ireland. I need a more detailed plan than that. I expect it in my inbox by Thursday.�
She mimed tossing a pillow at me. �It won�t be that hard.�
�Whatever, I don�t need to. The carbon, you know. It�ll be keeping me busy.�
�Oh my God. Stop.�
I dropped onto the opposite side of the couch from her. �What? I�m sorry I prioritize my work.�
�You don�t prioritize work, you completely ignore your emotional health. It�s like you�re a little emotionless bot trained by Madame Sullivan to react to all situations with grace and poise and the best angle to be photographed, but without any legit feelings.�
�I�m sorry, when did you switch from engineering to psychology?�
�Only someone who doesn�t understand simple human behavior would interpret this as legit psychology. This is common knowledge. Besides�wait.� Cam sat up with a fervor that made me very, very wary. �I have an idea.�
�Nope.� My pendulous earrings swung out as I shook my head. �I�m not doing it.�
�No, I swear, this is a good one.� Cam gathered her hair upward and then let it cascade down. If I had been less afraid, I might have commented that this made Cam look like a mad scientist, but instead I just waited. Last time Cam had spoken in that tone, we�d ended up doing past-life regression, and the stupid regresser kept saying I was a medieval serf while Cam got to be a pirate queen. �What have you been complaining about for a solid week?�
That sounded like a trick question. �The theft of my harbor?�
Apparently I�d answered correctly, because Cam bounced up and down. �Exactly! Exactly. Who stole your harbor?�
�I thought leading questions were bad.�
�For lawyers, not best friends. So?�
I gave in. �Michael O�Connor.�
�Who you�re seeing tomorrow, right?�
�Yeah, though did I tell you they wouldn�t even give me a real time?� I swung my legs over the couch arm, and dropped my head into Cam�s lap. �Just sometime between three and six. I�m terrified that if I�m five minutes late they�ll say I missed my chance.�
�Okay, that�s not the point.� Cam waved a hand dismissively. �The point is that Mike O�Connor is a highly attractive individual.�
I flushed. �Then why don�t you go out with him.�
�Aha!� Cam stabbed a finger at me. �See! There. You implied you wanted to date him.�
I pushed back my shoulders defensively. �I did not. I just know how your mind works. It was a preemptive strike.�
�Come on, this is brilliant. You have a perfectly legitimate reason to talk to him.�
�Yeah, it�s a business meeting.�
�Right, he�ll sign the papers and then you�ll never see him again. So it�s not like you can get embarrassed if it goes badly, because then you don�t have to see him. But if it goes well, then you get to date a Leopard player.�
�Do I get a gold star too?�
Cam narrowed her eyes. �Only if you�re lucky. Which, coincidentally,� she said, examining her nails and obviously compressing a smile, �will only be if you get lucky.�
I swatted at her nose.
�Think what a perfect story it would be for your grandkids! And you can totally pull it off. Seeing how the only generous thing Tamara ever did was give you her looks��
I peeled open an eyelid. �Really, Cam?�
�I mean, if I had the height and eyes of a Russian supermodel��
�And the breadth and chin of a mutty lawyer��
��I would use them to my advantage. Instead, I get guys with Asian fetishes. I think we know who the winner is here.�
�Ugh.�
�I�m just saying,� Cam said. �Wear something pretty.�

Chapter Two

When I was little, my father used to take me to the Leopards� Stadium. We�d ride the commuter train in from Westchester, and he�d buy me popcorn if I asked, but I�d always known we weren�t at the games for a father-daughter bonding experience. We were really going in so Dad could meet up with my half-brothers.
I loved them. Peter, with his staunch sense of right and wrong; Quinn, who rarely spoke but made me sock-puppets and always complimented my mangled drawings of boats; and even Evan, who scowled and pulled my hair and blamed me for every item he broke. Evan, at only three years older, was actually my favorite, and I spent hours trying to get him to play with me. But sometimes when I saw the way our father smiled at them, my stomach knotted up and my throat hurt.
And everything hurt after the boys moved out of the city and my father no longer mentioned going to games.
I went with friends in later years. Or with my brothers, when Evan moved back to New York after college. Quinn lived just outside the city and Peter usually came up from D.C. and sprung for all of us once a season. Still, when I left the subway part of me felt like my father should be at my side.
It was a little weird to not walk directly into the stadium, but instead through the bright, modern halls of its offices. Photos of the owners and the stadium�s construction hung in neat frames, while action shots of players served as accent walls.
I pushed open a door labeled 301, as O�Connor�s agent had instructed. I entered an airy waiting room not unlike the dentist�s, except the walls were decorated with action shots instead of health certificates, and all the magazines featured people who played there.
�Hi.� I smiled brightly at the guy behind the desk. �I have an appointment with Michael O�Connor at three.�
He took my name and license without more than a glance, his fingers flicking over the keyboard. �Take a seat and I�ll let you know when he�s ready.�
Which would probably be at ten past six.
I couldn�t concentrate on any of the articles I tried skimming. Butterflies kept trying to fly up and out my throat. I wanted to get up and buy a bottle of water, but I was terrified if I left the kid would say I�d missed O�Connor. So instead I sat there, paralyzed, going over every possible scenario.
I shifted yet again, my attention caught by a girl with dark hair in a pale blue dress. She wandered into the waiting room and lingered at the door as she wrapped up a phone call. I didn�t mean to eavesdrop, but after two or three sentences I got a jolt of surprise and started listening in earnest. �Maybe Celtic music playing in the background, and, I don�t know, documentaries or links to the primary sources�especially the smaller ones, that you�re not going to be expanding on? And in the main one, the Cogad G�edel re Gallaib, when they�re comparing Brian Boru to Alexander�we should definitely make the first book pop up.� She paused and laughed as I stared. �No worries, I�m at the stadium anyways. Skype Monday?�
She hung up and entered, and I couldn�t help speaking up as she walked by. �Sorry�are you working on a project about Brian Boru?�
She stopped, an expression of disbelief and excitement crossing her face, like a first year grad student stunned that someone actually had any interest in their research, and eager to expound.
By the time you asked anyone past their third year about their research, they usually just wanted to strangle you.
She smoothed a hand over her blue sundress and smiled. �Yeah�I�m working on a book about him.�
Competitiveness flared in my belly. I had a couple of papers published, but no books. Was this girl doing a multi-media thesis? Did that happen? �Small world. I specialize in Iron Age Ireland archaeology.�
�No way!� She dropped into the seat beside me. �Are you a grad student?�
�Yeah, Columbia. You?�
She surprised me by shaking her head. �Oh, no. I�m a collaborator on a historical satire series. My friend, though, the writer�she just got her degree at Chicago. But in Hellenistic Studies.�
�So how�d you guys end up working on an Irish hero?�
�It�s a whole series about historical figures�Alexander, Hannibal, Genghis Khan. So did you say�have you studied Brian Boru?�
�No, my field�s really a thousand years earlier.�
�Well, even so�do you mind if I get your info? If my friend could pick your brain...or if you know anyone else who works with that period...�
�Definitely.� I handed over my cell. �Is she in New York? I�d be happy to get coffee.�
�That would be great.� She typed in her number. �I�m Rachael, by the way.�
�Natalie.�
We shook hands.
�Ms. Sullivan? You can go in now.�
Both of us turned at the receptionist�s voice, which sounded much warmer than he had earlier. My stomach unclenched a bit. Maybe O�Connor had sounded pleased to see me.
�Just go straight down that hall�it�s the third door on the left.�
I practically leaped out of my seat, before remembering to pause and smile at Rachael. �It was nice to meet you.�
She lifted a hand. �See you around.�
* * *
I stood in front of the door, my finger tapping a rapid beat against my thigh. Okay. Fine. So he was an incredibly talented running back and gorgeous to boot. What did I care? I shouldn�t even notice the brilliant auburn hair that formed into loose curls, or eyes the color of streaming coffee, dark in shade, glinting mahogany in the light. Or by the fame and worship garnered by young heroes. No. I was not some young, foolish undergrad. I listened to NPR and paid for my own utilities and thought really hard about getting my own health insurance.
It was just that my parents� insurance covered me until I was twenty-six.
At least it was O�Connor, not one of the other Leopards. He was the charming one. His modus operandi ran to bright grins and genuine laughter, and he was more likely to be in a Got Milk? or St. Jude�s commercial than one with fast cars and women. I�d watched six interviews before coming in, and he came across as genuine and good-natured in all of them, even the cell-phone video taken by a slightly obnoxious sixteen-year-old fan.
I�d just negotiate the contract with my usual aplomb and waltz out. And, you know, maybe he�d be super impressed by how bad-ass I was, because, well, archaeology. He�d say, �You�re an archaeologist? Really?� because that was what everyone said, and I�d smile�oh so coolly�and say, �That�s right, I just got back from a dig in Ecuador excavating Inka fortresses.�
I nodded briskly. I had this.
I straightened my back, imagining that a pole ran upward along my spine and kept my posture perfect. Then I rapped twice and pushed the door open.
Michael O�Connor stood framed in the window, sun highlighting the red-copper of his hair. A black athletic Leopards jacket clung to his broad shoulders, while work-out shorts hung down to his knees. Below them, the strong tendons on his calves were lightly tanned.
Now what? I didn�t even know how to address him. I couldn�t call him O�Connor, and Michael sounded too intimate, and Mr. O�Connor when he was only a few years older than me was ridiculous... �Michael O�Connor?�
He turned slowly and my heartbeat ratcheted up. For Pete�s sake, I had to get a hold of myself. I wasn�t interviewing for a job or trying to get funding. I wasn�t walking a survey across mountain cliffs or trying to chop down a tree with a blunted machete. I was just meeting a guy. A normal guy.
My lips parted, and I started to say you were great in the game against the Bears in December, and that drive where you practically front flipped into the end zone�I swear my heart stopped for two seconds�
And then I saw his face.
For a moment, I couldn�t place what was so strange. I thought it might be how the light haloed him, turning the moment into a ridiculously picturesque scene, with fire in his hair, light and dark and flame. But no, that wasn�t what sent shivers down my spine�it was how serious he looked. I�d never seen a picture of O�Connor without that effervescent grin, that twinkle in his eye, as though he was ready to sling an arm around a teammate or laugh with a reporter. Now, he looked deadly serious.
Unease washed through me.
�So. You must be Natalie Sullivan.�
�And you�re Michael O�Connor.�
Our hands clasped. His grip was warm and firm, but he applied more pressure than I expected. I raised my gaze to his and found him already looking at me. He regarded me with wary intelligence in his chestnut-colored eyes. I felt odd, and some of the butterflies woke up. I had to remind myself to breathe.
Then, so suddenly and smoothly I thought I�d imagined the wariness, he switched to a charming grin. He removed his hand and gestured at the seat before his desk as he dropped into a swivel chair behind it. �Please sit.�
I nodded and perched on the very edge. I shouldn�t be this nervous, but I�d never interacted with someone who I both admired and needed something from and was attracted to before. There were just too many feelings twisting up my gut.
Okay. I tried to order my thoughts. �First of all, I�m sorry about your loss.�
For half a heartbeat, his charming smile froze and his eyes flickered. �My loss?�
My finger ticked nervously against my thigh, and I quickly crushed it in the grip of my other hand. �Of your great uncle?�
His expression shifted back to ease, and he flashed a bright, shocking smile that made me flush straight to my toes. �That�s right,� he said, as though the memory had just now occurred to him. �Poor ol� Uncle Patrick.�
He didn�t sound any more broken up than I felt.
�Um, yes.� I tried to recover from that smile.
�But you�re not really here to offer your condolences, are you, Ms. Sullivan? You want to talk about Kilkarten.�
�That�s right.� I shook myself and smiled again. �As I�m sure you know, your uncle and I had negotiated a deal regarding excavating the Iron Age harbor at Kilkarten Farm. I�m an archaeologist with Columbia University, and we�ll be partnered with an Irish university for the dig. I�ve emailed you the agreement, but I brought a paper copy as well.� I pulled the packet from my briefcase, wrinkling the paper on the way out. Why couldn�t I ever be suave? �I�m hoping we can keep the same terms that Patrick O�Connor and I worked out, and if you�re happy with them there are just a couple of forms to sign.�
He closed his eyes for one brief moment, and when he opened them they were focused on me with an intensity that made my own widen. He leaned forward and my throat dried up. �Look, Ms. Sullivan, I�ll get to the point. There isn�t going to be an excavation.�
Wait.
What?
�I�m sorry, I don�t think I understand.� I tried to keep my voice from warbling as I tucked my loose hair firmly behind my ear. �You object to the terms?�
I could see all the tensed energy in his muscles as he brought his arms to rest on the desk. He laced his fingers together. One red lock fell across his forehead. �I know you had an agreement with my uncle, Ms. Sullivan, and I�m sorry about that.�
�This dig�s beginning in a month,� I said dumbly.
He shook his head and spoke with finality. �No, it�s not.�
I blinked rapidly. �Why not?�
His expression didn�t change. �Personal reasons.�
Personal reasons.
Personal reasons?
Personal was seven years of school. Personal was Jeremy�s damaged reputation, years of research, a lifetime of love, conferences and papers and passion. It was bureaucratic tape and persuading cranky old men and academic feuds and my father�s disdain. �I don�t think you understand how important this project is.�
O�Connor�s hands twisted, his thumb and forefinger biting into the skin between his fingers. He smiled, and didn�t bother trying to make it reach his eyes. �Important means very different things to different people.�
My stomach turned over, like I�d only had coffee all morning long. �So you�re saying that...you�re not going to give me the rights to dig at Kilkarten. I�m going to have to cancel the excavation.� I blinked. �Can I do anything to make you change your mind?�
For the first time since I�d walked in, he betrayed some regret. �I�m sorry, but no.�
I nodded. �Oh.� There was a pit in my stomach, a knot that pulled everything in me down, that turned every emotion sour and made it hard to breathe. My body felt uneasy and weak and shaky. �I see.�
His brows lowered in slight consternation. �Can I get you anything? Water?�
I waved a hand. �No, I�m fine. Just�I don�t suppose you can tell me why?�
His face masked once more. �I�m sorry, it�s��
�Personal. I get it.� I sucked in a deep breath and stood. I would have to call Jeremy. And the locals I had hired. And the suppliers I had contracted with for equipment.
And my parents. At some point, I would have to tell my parents I had failed. Well, at least someone would be happy with this outcome.
Standing, I swallowed dryly and stuck out my hand. �Well�thank you for your time.�
He took my hand, his own large and warm. His eyes scanned mine. �You�re really upset about this.�
That almost made me laugh. �You could say that.� I took a deep breath. �But. That�s not your problem.�
�Hey.� His hand held on to mine as I began to pull away, and my eyes rose back to his. �Do you think it�s really there? You think you would have found this lost harbor of yours?�
My chest clenched and my heart twisted. �I think I would have found everything at Kilkarten.� I extricated my hand and forced a smile. �Anyway. I guess I should go.� I shrugged. �Go Leopards.�
And then I left.

Chapter Three

I spent the next week running.
It was amazing, the amount of energy that unhappiness and stress created. Every time I thought about the loss of Ivernis or the meeting with O�Connor, another spurt of speed burst through me.
Now what? I couldn�t base my thesis off research that didn�t happen. I couldn�t study a site if I never found it. I would have to change my entire focus.
In the middle of circling Central Park�s giant reservoir, I came to a stop and stared blankly across the water at Midtown�s skyline, at the hotels and the towers of Times Square, and, off to the left, the familiar peak of the Empire State Building. Cam and I always joked about how scenes would go in the movie version of our lives, and I imagined this was the point where I would fall to my knees and start crying.
�Fuck,� I said, because if I wasn�t going to cry, something ought to mark the collapse of my dreams.
The water didn�t answer me. The trees, heavy with spring buds and the chirp of sparrows, swayed lightly. Behind me, fellow joggers bounced along in the sanctioned counter-clockwise direction, and tourists ambled to a stop every few steps, cameras clutched in hand. No one seemed to notice that the world had just ended.
I sighed and yanked my falling elastic out of my hair, flopping over at the waist so that the thick dirty-blond strands tumbled toward the dirt path. I gathered it in one hand before it trailed against the ground and bundled it back into a messy ponytail, and then readjusted my bobby pins as well.
Time to go home.
* * *
When Carthage fell, when Rome fell, bacchanalian chaos reigned in the streets. When Hailey�s Comet streaked through the sky, people fell into the arms of strangers.
Since this was on a slightly smaller scale, I ran and watched cat videos.
A week after Mike O�Connor had refused to sign the papers, Cam came home to find me once more in front of my laptop. She threw her purse into her room, where it landed with a soft thud. �What are you doing?�
I waved at my computer. �This cat�s trying to eat a watermelon. It�s adorable.�
She reached over and closed my laptop case. �Okay. No. You�re not watching cat videos for the rest of your life.�
�But I looked up things that make people feel better when depressed, and this came up.�
She shook her head. �You have to focus on the positives. Like, maybe we don�t sublet your room, but instead you stay here and we have the best. Summer. Ever.�
�Oh, I�m not staying here,� I said. �I�ve decided that I�m still going to Ireland.�
Cam�s eyes narrowed. �What? How does that make any sense?�
I shrugged. �Jeremy�s in Ireland. All the other specialists in our field are there. And even if I can�t dig at Kilkarten, I can still go look at the land, especially the public property surrounding the farm, and look at old records that are only available locally. It�s not ideal, but it�s better than nothing.�
�That�s stupid. You�re going to go there and stare at the land you can�t excavate? It�s going to drive you crazy.�
�Probably,� I agreed. �But it�s better than doing nothing at all.�
* * *
Two weeks after my failed meeting with Michael O�Connor, my brothers came into the city so we could go to the NFL Draft.
I�d been looking forward to it for months. We�d talked about going for the past several years, but since tickets were distributed on a first-come, first-serve basis the night before the Draft began, it took some organization. This year, though, Peter planned a whole trip up from DC with his wife and four-year old, who opted to see a musical. Quinn, who lived in Philly, bunked with Evan in his cramped Village apartment. And the night before the Draft began, the four of us spent hours in line to pick up wristbands that would give us entrance.
I was thrilled to see my brothers. I had bets placed on which teams would draft which players. But right before I was supposed to go meet my brothers to line up to enter Radio City Music Hall, nerves hit me hard.
�I�m just not feeling well,� I told Cam. �Maybe I should stay home.�
Cam looked up from her computer. �You�re kidding right?�
I shrugged. �I think I have a cold.�
�Hey.� Cam closed her laptop case. �Is this about O�Connor? You�ve liked the Leopards since you were five years old. You are not not going because he made you feel bad.�
I shifted uncomfortably. �Yeah. Just�what if he�s there?�
�You mean, what if he�s up on stage and you�re in the audience, so there�s actually no way of running into each other?�
I nodded several times.
�And didn�t you say most of the players are showing up on the second night? So maybe he won�t even be there tonight.�
�Okay. You�re right. I�m going, and I�m going to have a good time. And I�m going to meet Leopards and get� Oh my God.� I whirled back around. �What if I�m getting autographs and end up asking O�Connor for one? That would be humiliating.�
Cam�s mouth quirked. �Or, alternatively, you could ask him for a signature and present the excavation contract.�
I stared at her. �Who were you in your last life? Machiavelli?�
She snorted. �Please. He just wrote The Prince to be satirical. He was really a good guy.�
�You keep telling yourself that.� I tipped my hat at her, gathered my things, and left.
I hadn�t been to Radio City Music Hall since some long ago Christmas, and my overwhelming memory was of long legs and camels. (While the camels also had long legs, I mainly remembered the human variety). No camels were present today, but it remained another sort of circus: of the media, the fans, the celebrities and players and coaches and managers and scouts. Excitement bubbled up in my chest as soon as we entered the concert hall, and the chatter of thousands filled the space. People in jerseys and nametags were everywhere we turned, and every so often we caught glimpses of people who usually lived in our televisions. I saw two famous coaches within the first twenty minutes and could have died happy.
The glitz didn�t just come from the people, but from the goods on display. We saw Lombardi trophies and Super Bowl rings. Banners and cameras were everywhere. Inside the hall, screens hung from the ceiling and along the back of the stage. The NFL logo was everywhere. Burnt orange and purple lights lit up the proscenium arch above the stage. The famous Art-Deco interior had been designed in the 1930s. Peter leaned close and told me, just as our father had a dozen odd years ago, that the stage elevators had been so advanced that the Navy had used their hydraulics for World War II aircraft carriers.
People packed the auditorium. We had seats, but around us others stood. The screens before us flashed with images, and the countdown began. It ended in a burst of cheers and applause and music, and then the NFL Commissioner walked out onstage. After a short speech, he officially opened the draft.
Round One began at 8:00 PM, but the Leopards, as one of the NFL�s best teams, didn�t pick until close to last. Selection order depended on rankings, and the lowest rated got the first position, so last year�s Super Bowl Champion was dead last, while the teams that didn�t reach the playoffs received the first twenty picks.
Eight million people watched from around the country with us as futures and teams were made. I liked theater, but I liked the draft more. Here, we got to see the faces of the draft picks as they finally made it professionally. The top college picks waited in the green room, looking strange in their tailored black or gray suits instead of uniforms and helmets, and listened with (theoretically) more anxiety than the rest of us for their names to be called. When they were, they strode onstage to accept their jersey for their new team.
My brothers and I speculated with each other and the people around us. We groaned as our mock drafts were destroyed and cheered when we accurately predicted the future. Quinn did the best out of all of us, and was the only one to call the first overall pick, but Quinn had always been the best at numbers.
When we left, I was exhausted, happy and satisfied. I�d spent time with my brothers, seen some amazing people in real life, and caught nary a glance of Michael O�Connor.
We couldn�t see the second day of the Draft�the tickets had been given out to fans at ten the night before, while we were inside watching the first rounds�but that didn�t prevent us from gathering outside Radio City Music Hall on the second night as well. Today more current players were in attendance, but I was more relaxed given yesterday�s lack of conflict.
Of course, that�s how it always is, isn�t it?
Peter and I were angling for a better view of the red carpet, which had been set up outside of Brooks Brothers�Evan and Quinn were both tall enough that they could see over most of the crowd with little effort�when a contingent for the Leopards appeared. The crowd reacted with cheers for the home team, but a little tickle of unease crept down my spine. I kept remembering O�Connor�s intense eyes, and just the memory made me feel odd.
Most of that dissipated when he didn�t appear, especially because the excitement roused by the players who did appear was high. Ryan Carter was one of the best quarterbacks in the League, and wide-receiver Malcolm Lindsey had set several records.
They were also both incredibly attractive, but I didn�t mention that with my three brothers beside me. Besides, I thought they both had girlfriends.
�Hey! Hey, ancient Ireland girl!�
It took me a couple minutes to realize the raised voice of a girl several feet away was directed at me, but when I turned I recognized the girl from the Leopards Stadium. Rachael. Small world, but I supposed if we were both fans it made sense we�d turn up outside the Draft. I waved back. �Hi!�
Rachael made her way over to me. �Hey, nice to see you again. Isn�t this something?�
�Yeah, it�s awesome.� I waved at the players several yards before us. �I don�t think I�ve ever seen them this close.�
The corners of her mouth twitched, like she was biting the inside of her cheek. �Mmm. Yeah. So you�re a Leopards fan?�
�Uh-huh.�
She hesitated. �I was, um, curious because Mike told me you wanted to work on his land.�
What?
I hadn�t given a second thought to why she�d be in the Leopard�s offices the other week. Did she work there? How did she know Mike O�Connor? �He did?�
Rachael waved a hand. �Not that it�s my business. Anyway. This is totally last minute, but the friend I told you about�the one doing the book�is in town this weekend for the draft. I know I should�ve called you up earlier, but I�m a slacker, so. If you�re interested, I�m having some people over on Saturday.�
I stared at her, the wheels in my head clicking. �Wait�are the people going to be... Mike wouldn�t be there by any chance, would he?�
Her brows rose. �It�s probable.�
A girl made her way though the crowd to Rachael�s side. A tall, black girl with a face that could launch a thousand ships. My eyes darted back and forth between them and my throat went dry.
Rachael took in my surprise, and a small smile hovered on her lips. She nudged her friend. �People always recognize Bri. Why is that?�
Briana Harris shrugged. �I blame being on TV. Also, I�m prettier.�
I finally got my vocal cords back in order. �You�re Briana Harris. You�re wide-receiver Malcolm Lindsey�s fianc�e.�
�Thank you for the recap,� Briana Harris said.
I turned to the shorter girl. �And you�re Rachael...� The more I looked at her, the more familiar she seemed, but I couldn�t attach a name.
She spread her hands. �Rachael Hamilton. My boyfriend�s the quarterback.�
Wait. Ryan Carter? Possibly one of the top ten NFL players?
Briana arched a brow. �I take it you�re a fan.�
I managed something that sounded like �Ull...�
�Well, then,� Rachael said. �You should definitely come to our party.�
And somehow, I got hold of myself enough to agree.
* * *
Rachael lived in one of those hotel-like buildings on the Upper West side that real people did not live in. Real people walked past them on nice days, pushing their baby strollers and walking their hairless dog, mingling with slow moving tourists who took pictures in front of the Natural History Museum with alarming looking cameras, before buying pretzels that cost more than designer coffee.
Anyway, I�d never met anyone who actually lived on Central Park West, except for one girl in college, and that was at 105th so it didn�t really count.
The doorman directed me to the elevator bank, and I�d barely had time to check my hair in the mirror before it whisked me up to the twenty-first floor. There were only two doors, but one looked like a closet, so I rang the bell of 2101 and waited to be let in.
Waited in a nonchalant manner, of course, because I came to things like this all the time. Yeah.
The only problem with attending a party filled with sports heroes I was mad about came from having one of those sports heroes being mad at me. Or at least irritated by my existence. I hadn�t had it in me to pass up a chance to meet and mingle with Malcolm Lindsey and Dylan Pierce, but I would do my best to avoid O�Connor.
The door swung inward. Michael O�Connor stood in the frame.
My stomach swooped to my feet.
For a bare half second surprise flared, but he smoothed it away with a smile. He propped his arm against the doorframe and leaned forward. A shock of auburn hair fell over his eyes. �Natalie Sullivan.�
The sound of my name on his lips made me swallow. �I didn�t expect you to remember me.�
�Oh, I remember you.�
My eyes started to his, and we both stared at each other for a drawn out moment. Heat filled my cheeks. Did that mean I�d been so obnoxious I�d been impossible to forget?
He cleared his throat and looked away. �What are you doing here?�
�Rachael Hamilton invited me.�
He glanced behind him. I followed his gaze to find Rachael Hamilton watching us with open curiosity. She quickly ducked behind her wine glass, which did exactly nothing to hide her.
When Mike turned back to me, his eyes glinted, hardness shining beneath the soft gold sparks. �How�d you meet Rachael?�
I pushed my hair back self-consciously. �I ran into her at the draft.�
�What were you doing at the Draft?�
I stared at him. �Watching. Why? What do you think I was doing there?�
For the first time since I�d met him, a hint of embarrassment heightened his color. �I thought�maybe�you wanted to talk about Kilkarten.�
I lifted my chin, feeling my cheeks warm to match his color. �Why? Do you want to talk about Kilkarten?�
For a long moment, we just stared at each other, and my heart rate increased. Then he finally stepped back. �Come on in.�
Okay. I was going to act all collected. Cool. Like Indiana Jones, minus the fedora.
I failed after two seconds. �If you want to talk about Kilkarten��
�I don�t.� He interrupted me almost before I finished the last syllable, with so much force I drew back. �I don�t talk about Kilkarten.�

Chapter Four

I swallowed and nodded as he turned his back and walked deeper into the apartment. I felt strange and intensely curious. What did that mean? Not �I don�t want to talk to you about Kilkarten� but a straight out �I don�t talk about Kilkarten.�
Or maybe I read too much into things.
I stepped clear of the entrance and stopped, stunned at the apartment, a massive open space with bright wooden floors and a glass wall overlooking Central Park. Laughter and steam and spices filled a copper and chrome kitchen at one end, while two dozen famous faces ranged throughout the room.
I looked for Rachael, but she was over in the kitchen, clearly giving very pointed directions to a set of two defensive tackles twice her size. They seemed to be concerning tableware.
�Let me guess,� someone said behind me. �Friend of Rachael�s.�
Linebacker Abe Krasner grinned at me from beneath a halo of dusky brown curls and held out a beer. I was very good; I didn�t gape or pinch myself or anything, even though the last time I�d seen him he�d been preventing a game-losing touchdown.
�Yeah.� I took the bottle and tried not to sound too star struck. �I am. Sort of. I�m Natalie.�
�Abe,� he said, in case I lived under a rock. �Are you the archaeologist?�
Archaeology small talk for the win. I smiled brightly, back on firm ground. �That�s me.�
Abe�s easy going manner put me at ease within minutes, and he introduced me to several other players. Within another twenty, Rachael appeared, a tall, quiet woman at her side who she introduced as Alexa. Alexa was the grad student from Chicago, and I probably could have talked to her all night. We did talk for a full hour before dinner was ready. I didn�t often run into people who not only cared about my research, but understood it. When I had to explain archaeology or Iron Age history to people that didn�t study it, I felt like I was translating everything into another language, one neither me nor my listener understood very well.
Of course, it went both ways. Once I asked one of my earth science friends to describe what she did, and she basically told me I would never understand.
When Ryan hollered from the kitchen, everyone fell in like a well-ordered troop. Mike tried to seat me far down the table, but Rachael out-maneuvered him and we found ourselves directly across from each other. Abe dropped in on one side and lowered his voice. �Ryan�s nickname is the General, but I always thought Rachael would be called the Commander.�
I laughed too loudly, and clapped a hand to my mouth. Mike eyed me warily, and then shook his head and turned to smile at some tiny, beautiful brunette beside him.
Despite Rachael machinations, Mike and I didn�t talk directly to each other until the very end of dinner. Instead, everyone else spoke, mostly about their plans before training camp started up at the end of July. �Bri wants to go to Paris,� wide-receiver Malcolm Lindsey said, referencing his absent fianc�e. He sent a look at Rachael. �Somehow that got in her head.�
�Wow, what a great idea,� Rachael said with patent transparency. She turned to Ryan Carter. �Interestingly enough, there�s a book fair in Milan that work�s sending me to in July.�
Ryan failed to suppress a grin. �You need to work on your subtly.�
�I don�t really think so.� She glanced at me. �You have any plans this summer?�
Only by sheer dint of willpower did I keep my eyes from lifting to Mike�s. �Um. Actually, I�m going to Ireland in two weeks.�
Mike coughed explosively. �You�re what?�
Rachael looked between us with quick eyes. �Oh?� She directed the question at me. �What part?�
I dug some of the sweet raisins out of my couscous. �A little town in Cork. Called Dundoran.�
Mike pinned me with those steel eyes. �No.�
�Yes.�
�I�m going to Dundoran.�
�Well,� I said delicately, very aware of the eyes of half the Leopards, �I�m sure it�s big enough for both of us.�
Mike snorted. �Why would you even go when you�re not excavating?�
�My advisor lives in Ireland. Even if we�re not able to dig, I�ll need to talk to locals and do research that will only be possible in the area.� I paused. �Of course, a dig would be preferable. There�s a wealth of information just waiting to be discovered.�
Mike set his fork down with a loud clatter. �Then it can wait a little bit longer.�
�You know,� I said, �there�s so much development going on that if it doesn�t get excavated now, there�s probably going to be a rushed contract archaeology dig before a bunch of condos are built there. A handful of state mandated archaeologists will go in, do a quick excavation, and they won�t even have finished typing up their notes by the time the bulldozers destroy everything. Wouldn�t you prefer the land�s protected?�
�You�re forgetting the most important factor�no one�s building anything there without my permission.�
�So why don�t you want anyone building anything?� Rachael asked.
Mike took a deep, frustrated breath and turned his gaze to the hostess. �Rachael.�
She smiled sweetly. �Michael.�
I watched, fascinated, as Mike O�Connor locked gazes with Rachael Hamilton, and then lost the anger that had been simmering toward boil. Just like that. One moment, he was ready to yell at me, and the next he was laughing and apologizing to Rachael, and throwing even me a sheepish grin, and he�d changed the topic to Rachael�s job without anyone really noticing.
After dinner, everyone migrated back toward the east side of the giant room, with the window overlooking Central Park. I hovered in a small circle with Rachael while Mike sat on a couch directly before the window.
�Sorry about Mike.� Rachael frowned. �He�s usually a lot more�charming�than he was tonight.�
I let out a scoff. �Charming? Him? Yeah, sure.�
Rachael looked at me consideringly.
�I bet that�s just his agent talking.� The wine felt warm and fuzzy, like a blanket draped over my sensibility. �A selling point. Each player needs a distinctive trait, something that will make them stand out. Mem�rable. Memorable.�
�Interesting. What�s Ryan�s?�
I didn�t even hesitate. �That he�s pretty.�
Rachael laughed until she had to sit down. �That�s true. But don�t tell him. He�s vain enough as is.�
Across the room, Keith got up, leaving the seat next to Mike open. I eyed it.
Rachael nudged me. �Go on.�
Okay. Yes. If he was going to Dundoran�and I was going to Dundoran�well, I�d done my research, and there was only one inn in the village�s vicinity. Better go over there and make nice instead of spending the next two weeks freaking out over what would happen if�when�we ran into each other across the pond.
When I plunked down beside him, his eyes immediately rose to mine.
I folded my hands in my lap and looked up at him, trying to think of the exact way to break the news.
He took one look at me and groaned. �I don�t want to hear it.�
Okay, that was totally fine too. I mimed zipping my lips and throwing away the key, with wide, exaggerated gestures and an unwavering gaze.
His brown eyes glinted with what might have been humor. �Good.�
I nodded and leaned back against the couch. My forehead wrinkled and a small, sad frown pulled at my mouth.
�What?�
I leaned closer, as though reluctant to admit a tragic truth. �You�re not as charming as everyone says you are.�
He scowled at me and took a long pull of his drink. �I�m charming when I want to be.�
I laughed.
He took another sip and thunked his drink down. And then, just like during dinner, everything about his demeanor changed. He propping his elbow on the couch back, he grinned down at me. �So do you do this to all your landowners? Chase them down and beg them to change their minds? Or am I special?�
�Kilkarten�s special.�
�Huh.� He leaned back, but kept his gaze trained on my face. Butterflies started fluttering around my ribcage. �You know, I don�t think that�s it.�
I tilted my head and he leaned close to my ear, close enough that I could feel his breath. �Admit it. You�re just here because you like me.�
�What?� I sat straight up.
He laughed. �What�s that look of alarm? Struck too close to home?�
I scowled at him. �I don�t like you.�
�You sure of that? Or you have a boyfriend?�
I wanted to lie and say yes, but the word wouldn�t come, and his smile broadened. But he released me from his gaze right before I could no longer breathe. �Don�t tell Rachael. She�d never admit it, but she likes to matchmake. See that girl over there?�
I followed his nod, feeling the slightest tinge of pink dusting my cheeks. �Yeah.�
�That�s Olivia Perez. Rachael met her at a farmer�s market. Or something. She�s been trying to set her up with Dylan for two weeks. Only,� he said, lowering his voice, �Rachael doesn�t know that Dylan�s been lusting after her friend Eva for months. Which he�ll never admit, �cause she�s crazy about her boyfriend.�
My eyes skipped to all the involved players, feeling like I was watching a play.
�Rach�s real project is Abe. Abe seems like he�d be easy to set up�he�s friendly, eager to make Rachael happy, good guy all around, but he never stays interested in anyone too long.�
�Maybe he�s secretly in love with Rachael.�
He smiled at me. His gaze was direct and disarming, and my whole body flushed. �You know, I thought that too, but it�s much more of a sibling thing. No, I think there�s some girl from his past�which is funny, because Abe�s the least burdened person I�ve ever met.�
I studied Abe. He gestured wildly in the air as he told some story, and it made me laugh.
�You have a pretty laugh.�
My eyes flew to Mike�s. I could feel my heart in my chest, in my head, a giant beat that thrummed all through my body. Mike reached out and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear, his hand lingering on my jaw line. Heat pooled in my skin beneath his fingers and my breaths shortened. His thumb stroked the sensitive spot behind my ear. �Pretty eyes too. Like...like storm clouds.�
I jerked away from him, thrown out of the mad spell. �Don�t talk about my eyes.�
I�d stunned him. Even with my head floating somewhere above me body, I could tell that. People usually reveled in or laughed at cheesy lines about eyes. They didn�t get angry.
He laughed it off. �All right. So what is it about Kilkarten? It has to be something more than just research.�
How could I describe it? The green hills, the water, the sun spread across all of it... The draw of being somewhere else, somewhere beautiful and peaceful and not here, not with my parents and their vicious, vitriolic hatred.
I turned my glass in my hands. �Have you heard of the Iverni? And Ptolemy?�
He shook his head.
�Ptolemy was a second century Alexandrian who wrote about Ireland. Ivernis was one of the few cities he named, and the whole island used to be called after the people who lived there. Iouern�ā�The Fertile Land. Pytheas, a Greek explorer, visited even earlier and called it Ierne.� There were barely any sources about Ireland and the ancient Mediterranean, but they gave rise to a contentious debate about whether Ireland and Rome had contact and trade. If the site I�d located was from the turn of the millennia, so many answers could be buried there. �I�m positive that the city of Ivernis is under Kilkarten. And I need to prove it this summer, while funding still exists. My advisor, Jeremy, can�t get any more money�he�s been unsuccessful for too long, and now most of academia�s decided he�s on a wild goose chase. Half mad with obsession to find a lost city. He�s not, of course. But I�m afraid that this might be our last chance to find Ivernis.�
Mike smiled slightly. �So you want to save your falsely ridiculed advisor. I definitely saw this miniseries on Netflix.�
I glared. �Don�t make fun. It�s all real. I�ve done the research, and the way the land was shaped, two thousands ago, made it perfect for Ivernis. The sources Jeremy�s dug up, notes in the margins of illuminated manuscripts about geography and location�we�re right. We�ve found it.�
�So it�s for fame and glory.�
I shook my head. �It�s for discovery. For knowledge. What greater motivator is there?�
He studied me. �Do you really believe that?�
I nodded emphatically. �That harbor can tell us things about a period of history, about a people, that we barely know anything about. I could bring that era back to life. Life from death. If that�s not magic, what is?�
He stared at me for a long, long moment. I had nothing left to say.
He stood abruptly. �I have to go.�
�Mike,� Rachael called out from across the room, and we both turned. �It�s getting late. Why don�t you get Natalie a cab?�
Apparently that was finally too much. �Why don�t you mind your own business?�
And then Ryan Carter was there, drying his hands on a dishtowel, looking weirdly domestic and also like he would demolish anyone who hurt Rachael.
We took the elevator in silence. He walked out of the building ahead of me, and I had to hurry to catch up. I reached for his arm, hesitated, and then my hand fell away. Still, I couldn�t stop the words. �Mike, if you sign the papers, I will do anything.�
He slowed to a stop, and I stepped in front of him, beseeching him with my eyes and voice. He didn�t look away. �Please.�
His half-lidded gaze made me swallow. My toes curled in my boots while heat curled in my stomach. With his head tilted down like that, and standing so close, he took up my entire view. I could feel each breath he took, feel the heat in the tightly corded arm under my fingers.
And then he drew back. �Don�t ever promise anything.� He shook his head.
My shoulders tightened and I nodded, and then walked on. But everything moved too fast�the world, the lights�and I tripped and the sidewalk flew up toward my face.
Fingers wrapped around my arm and hauled me upright and against a warm, broad chest. �You�re drunk.�
Unable to deny it, I studied the way his head remained in focus while the world behind him danced. �Alcohol turns reality into avant-guard art.�
�Yes, and bad eyesight turns the world into an Impressionist painting,� he said. �Now what am I supposed to do with you?�
�You�re right!� I examined his eyes for a telltale ring of blue around his pupils. �Do you wear contacts?�
Then the warmth of his eyes distracted me, the way they weren�t really brown, but had depths that shone in the light. You couldn�t tell how long and curled his lashes were from far away, but this close I could see their bright shimmer in the lamplight. My throat worked and my tongue darted out to wet my lips.
He set me back. �Let�s get you a cab.�
�A cab?� My eyes widened to saucers, and I shook my head decisively. �I don�t believe in cabs. They�re for parents and rich people.�
�And drunks. Come on.�
I nodded, and then watched as he started away. I tilted my head back. In Ecuador, you could see the stars almost every night, scattered across the domed sky, but here everything was just a grayed out blackish-blur. I heard a sigh and found Mike back before me. He took my hand and tugged, so I obediently followed him. �Natalie. Look at me. Where do you live?�
I laughed. Who knew? In my parents� house. At Cam�s. In the field. At Kilkarten. I wanted to live at Kilkarten. �Who cares?�
�I�m not taking you to my place,� he warned.
I barely managed a wave of scorn. �Like I�d want you to. No, I will sleep on the streets! I will wander the knolls of Central Park, beneath the stony stone-eyed poets��
�And pickpockets? Or murderers?� He stretched one hand behind my back and lifted me up. Then we were moving, and then we were in a taxi.
The city blurred past in a streak of lights and colors. I think he tried to take my purse at one point but I yanked it back and buried it under me because only thieves took purses. The cab turned and here came Lincoln Center, bright and open, banners falling down the side of high white walls. People walked about in the carefully chic and cultured uniform of New York. We sped through the restaurants of Hell�s Kitchen, then that knot of congestion from Times Square to Penn Station. Out here on Tenth Ave, everything looked more industrial and rundown, and you got hints of the Javits center off to the right, the giant convention center that looked toward Jersey. Horses clomped along beside us, pulling their elaborate carts as they headed home for the night. I fell asleep watching a feather bob above a Clydesdale�s head.
I woke when the cab drew to a stop. When I opened my eyes, Mike�s face blurred above me, his hair shining even in the dim light. �You have pretty hair.� I reached up and ran my fingers through a curl. �Like fire.�
He blinked. �Thanks.�
My eyes closed again. �My mother has beautiful hair. She�s beautiful. Like a doll. I was always a bad doll.�
He didn�t answer, and so I peeled open a lid to see him. He frowned at me, a deep furrow etched along his brow.
My gaze dropped and I realized he was ransacking my purse. �What are you doing?�
The furrow vanished as he laughed. He held up his hands. �Relax. I was just finding your license so I could give the driver your address.�
�Oh. Right.� I leaned forward and told the driver myself.
Mike handed my purse back and put his hand on his door. �Well, then. See you.�
I caught his free hand and he stilled. �Have you ever been to Ireland?�
�No.�
�Me neither.� I sighed. �And I know it�s not magic.� I turned my head so I could see into his warm brown eyes. �I�m not crazy. Not Ireland or Ecuador or Greece. But I can pretend they are, see? At least for the weeks leading up and the first weeks there and then I can always go somewhere else, and who�s to know it wasn�t magic...�
Empathy flickered in his eyes. �I think you should go home now. He disentangled from my grip. �Goodnight, Natalie.�
And he was gone.

Chapter Five

Two weeks later, I descended into Shannon International Airport in the pale morning light. I relaxed as soon as we left the plane, as soon as the flood of Americans dispersed and the accents started to be tinged with what was, stateside, referred to as an Irish brogue. I was finally in Ireland.
Linguistically�the fourth branch of American anthropology, as delineated by Franz Boas who Had Opinions�Ireland was all torn up. There was no one Irish English accent, no �brogue� stretching from one end of the island to the other. In Ulster, they spoke similarly to the Scots, while suburban Dublin could sound almost American, and Dublin working class was non-rhotic, dropping their �r� just like in Boston. And the accent of County Cork, where we were heading, was supposed to be unusually musical.
In any case, Cosmo just rated Irish the hottest accent for the third year in a row.
I grabbed my bag and coffee and a bus south. The driver loaded my luggage into storage and smiled broadly. �Looking for your roots?�
I didn�t mind playing tourist when I was a tourist. I�d tramped around the Vatican in sneakers, and carried my camera in one hand and map in the other as I walked through Prague. But if I worked or lived somewhere, I wanted to blend in enough that people stopped me for directions. �No. I�m here to�study.�
The driver didn�t pause in throwing my luggage into the storage. �That so?�
�I guess.�
The ride to Dundoran was long and meandering but I didn�t mind, since the landscape absorbed my attention. Ireland was green; green like Oz, like emeralds and soda bottles and moss. A dozen shades of green, and to my eyes, parched by the yellow straw grasses of the Andes and the cement towers of New York, it was bliss. I leaned my forehead against the window, charting the rolling fields dotted with sheep. Sheep. I loved sheep.
I loved llamas more, but you couldn�t have everything.
The bus carried me into Cork which, much like my home, was both a city and a province. Ten thousand years ago, glaciers covered Ireland and much of northwestern Europe. When they retreated, they deposited rich soils all over Cork, making the land perfect for farming. Forests of elm and birch, hazel and alder, used to blanket the ridges and valleys of the land, but that had been cleared and replaced by bogs and peatland. Three large rivers wound through the country, forming fens and marshes. Ragged bays and peninsulas created the wild coastline: Beara, Sheep�s Head, Mizen�s Head.
I took another bus from Cork to the coastal village of Dundoran. The inn was located in the Dundoran civil parish, a mile and a half from the village and ten miles from the farm Kilkarten, well positioned for hill walking tourists and sprawling views of fields and sea. A peaked olive green roof rose over warm sandstone walls. Tall dormer alcoves curved out on either side of the main door, topped by stone balconies and more rounded windows. Baskets of flowers spilled out around the entrance, pink daises and white carnations and red tulips. Tall bright bushes backed the house, while pines cast shade over the parking lot.
The inn was the only one in the vicinity, since Dundoran wasn�t precisely a tourist location. If I�d been hiring out-of-town workers for the season, I might have tried to find a house to rent and set it up dormitory style, or set up camp near the land we were digging. But considering I�d planned to hire locals, they could have driven or taken the bus themselves, and the rates here were reasonable enough that I�d booked rooms for Jeremy and me, along with the two Irish archaeologists we�d planned to work with.
Now it was no longer relevant. I�d do what research I could, but after I�d walked over the public land and looked at the local records, I might go to Dublin and finish out the summer near Jeremy, though he�d also talked about coming down here to look at the land and local records, depending on whether I thought it worthwhile.
Inside the inn, warm sunlight slid across wooden floorboards. Across the room, a woman smiled at me from behind the counter. She reminded me of a sparrow�small and gray and fast. �Hello there, dear. You must be Natalie.�
I smiled back and rolled my suitcase over until I stood right before her. �That�s me. Are you Eileen?�
�That�s me. We�re all so excited about the dig.�
�Oh.� Taken aback, I struggled for words. �Um, well, uh, it might be delayed.�
She tilted her head. �Why?�
�There�s some problems with�the land. Land rights. It�s a thing.�
If she noticed my incompetence at speaking, she had too much kindness to raise a brow. �But Patrick agreed to it.�
I bobbed my head. �That�s true. But now that he�s passed, there are some�complications.�
�Hmm.� Eileen sounded like a bird whirling. �I�m sure that can be cleared right up by talking to the new O�Connors. They�re staying here, you know.�
Oh, how I knew. �Is that so?�
Wait. They? �Are there multiple O�Connors?�
Eileen smiled as she handed my key card over. �Oh, yes. Mrs. O�Connor and her three children.� She leaned forward. �You should speak to the son. He�s a tall drink of water.�
I flushed. �Oh. Great. That�s just...swell.�
Oh my God, my ability to talk should be revoked. Swell? Who said swell anymore? Next I�d be all �gee whiz!� and calling things �nifty.�
Eileen smiled, and her eyes gleamed. �His family is renting one of the cottages in the back, but he�s staying on your floor. The room across from you, if I�m correct.�
�Wow. Cool. Awesome.� I snapped my mouth shut before my superlatives reached the stars, and jerked my thumb over my shoulder. �I think I�m going to bring my stuff up now. Nice to meet you.�
My room was on the third floor, at the end of a long hallway with a faded green rug on the wooden floorboards. As promised, my door faced another painted pale green. The number 12 was stenciled on in white, while a wooden decal of a dove was attached at eye-level. I stared at it, somewhat unnerved, and then certainty filled me that Mike would step out any second. I fumbled with my keys and the fussy lock, and then let out a sigh of relief when I�d closed the door behind me.
A huge westward facing window allowed light to fill the room, and I flipped on the overhead chandelier as well. The room was large with a slanted roof over the king size bed, which had been covered in pillows and a pink and white and green comforter. Faded wallpaper showcased a print of twining orange blooms and green stems.
I rolled my bag over to the closet and then collapsed spread-eagle on the bed.
Okay. Should I knock on Mike�s door so he wasn�t surprised to run into me? After all, the first thing I needed to do was call on his aunt and express my condolences. I�d also needed to find out if her late husband had any records or stories about the land that I hadn�t heard, and which locals would be good to talk to. I should check the town hall and church records too.
And now that I was here, it seemed possible Mike would at least let me walk over the land. I could do a preliminary digging report, in case he ever did change his mind.
In case he... But it wasn�t just him, was it?
I wondered what the other O�Connors would be like.
I showered and unpacked. My stomach tightened as I put away the work clothes I probably wouldn�t get a chance to wear, but couldn�t bring myself to leave behind. Work pants and shirts, along with hiking boots, hats, gloves, sweatshirts and a windbreaker. In Ecuador, it could start off freezing in the morning and be down to tank top weather midday. I didn�t think Ireland would be so drastic. Instead, I pictured wet. Lots of wet. If I actually had been digging, another pair of boots would�ve been in order.
I had brought my one black dress, since the slim fabric rolled up and could be squished down easily. I�d shoved it between my black flats and worn my walking sandals on the plane. The likelihood of needing anything fancier was smaller than the possibility that I�d dig at Kilkarten.
I�d brought a handful of American treats, too, which I worried might not be easily available�a bag of peanut butter cups, which I started snacking on, and a bottle of maple syrup. I�d tried to stomach the golden syrup used on pancakes here, and it just didn�t go down well.
My eReader went on the bed stand, along with the one paperback I�d brought, a volume of Yeats. Next to the book, I propped a photo of my parents, because I always felt like they should be there, and another of my three brothers. The last was of me and Cam our sophomore year of college. We�d gone to an �80s party and looked ridiculous.
I hesitated before going downstairs. If I ran into Mike or any member of his family, I didn�t want to look like a schlumpy grad student. I pulled a nice cardigan over my tank-top, and then I wandered downstairs into an airy, well-lit dining room. I made myself a cup of tea using the electric kettle on the sideboard, and then set up my computer and wrote Jeremy to let him know I�d arrived.
I hadn�t been there half an hour when a shape shifted in the door, and I looked up. Mike O�Connor stood there, his lips parted slightly.
I smiled sheepishly. �Um. Surprise.�
He kept staring.
�I mean, not really a surprise, since you knew I was coming to Dundoran and this is the only nearby inn. But. I can tell by your face that you�re kind of surprised.�
He shook his head. �You have to be kidding me.�
I shrugged apologetically. �Not me. The cosmos, maybe, but I�m entirely innocent this time.�
�Maybe I�m hallucinating.� He dropped into a chair beside me and studied me carefully.
It became a lot more difficult to breathe. I tried a smile. �Why? Have you hallucinated me before?�
He raised his brows and my throat tightened. I should�ve thought more carefully before I spoke.
I cleared my throat. �If this is too weird, I could get a place in Cork��
�No.� He spoke so quickly I was silenced, and a hint of color streaked across his cheekbones. �I just meant�I�ve spent a solid week touring Ireland with only my mother and younger sisters.�
It struck me as a little odd that he hadn�t come straight to Dundoran after a death in the family, but I skipped over that in favor of the family itself. �That�s right. Eileen�the innkeeper�said your family was here with you.�
�Yeah. They�re staying in one of the cottages out back. I�m staying in this main house, though�I needed space.�
I nodded two or three times more than necessary. �She also mentioned our rooms happen to be facing each other.� I let a beat pass to acknowledge the situational irony and ridiculousness of that. �What a coincidence.�
The crooked smile that curved his lips made me feel incredibly odd and self-conscious. The way he looked at me made me think he was imagining exactly what nearby rooms might mean.
Time for a topic change. �So! I saw that lateral touchdown pass in the AFC title game last year. Pretty badass.�
Shock crossed his face, and he stared at me like I�d started spouting Greek. Well, at a non-Greek spouting appropriate time. Greek spouting did occasionally happen at academic conferences. �You watched that?�
�Well, yeah. I�m a Leopards fan.�
He cocked his head slightly. �No, you�re not.�
What was that supposed to mean? �Am too.�
He flashed a sudden, wide grin at me. �So you knew about me. The day you walked into my office.�
I shrugged. �What�s to know? You�re shockingly fast. Two years ago you had the single season record for yards-per-carry. You�re theoretically charming.�
He shook his head, still smiling. �You ever come to any of my games?�
I swallowed. �A couple.�
He leaned closer, and I mirrored him. When our knees brushed energy jolted through me. �Wow. But you treat me with so little respect.�
A new voice rang out. �Oh my God.�
I automatically straightened away from Mike and glanced toward the doorway, and stared in shock. A girl with deep red hair stood in the frame�a younger, female version of Mike. She�d gathered her hair up in a huge messy bun and stabbed it through with lacquered chopsticks, and the red seemed even more vibrant compared to her all black outfit. Black lined her narrowed eyes, while heavy, expensive jewelry dangled off her ears around her neck. She scowled in my direction. �Are you fucking kidding me?�
I glanced at Mike with rounded eyes to see if that was directed at me.
Slight color rose on Mike�s cheekbones. �This is my sister, Anna. Anna, this is Natalie.�
I waved. �Nice to meet you.�
Anna tilted her head. �You�re an American.� She pursed her lips together, and then I watched as suspicion visibly entered her mind. Her eyes flickered back and forth between us. �Wait. Wait.�
�I�m not going anywhere,� Mike said levelly.
She started shaking her head. �Do you two�do you two know each other?�
Mike and I exchanged a glance. �Um,� I hedged. �We met once�twice�in New York.�
�Oh my God.� Now she spoke directly to her brother. �I can�t believe you. Are you serious?�
Mike finally sounded exasperated. �Anna, I have no idea what you�re talking about.�
Anna raised one hand and pressed another to her heart like she was about to place an oath. �God forbid you want to spend any time with your actual fucking family.� She turned and stomped off.
Mike and I watched her go, and her comments slowly fell in place for me. I looked at Mike. �Did she think...that I came here with you? Like as a...girlfriend or something?�
He squeezed his eyes shut. �I think so. I�m so sorry.�
�That�s okay,� I said on autopilot. �I mean, it makes sense why she�d be mad at you then, if she thought she had her brother to herself and then he�d brought some random girl with him.�
He let out a deep breath and leaned his head into his hands. �Before this week, I�d forgotten how much teens talked in italics.�
That startled a laugh out of me. �I don�t know, sometimes I think I talk in italics a lot. Or all caps.�
Two more women walked through the door, at a much more sedate pace. One had the same bright hair as Mike and Anna, and looked my age. The other, a pale brunette, wore jeans and what everyone else called a mom haircut, though my mother would never be caught dead like that. She smiled, and I saw an echo of Mike in her.
She kissed her son on the cheek. �Hello, dear.� She angled herself at me and smiled, clearly expecting an introduction.
Mike provided it, gesturing my way. �This is Natalie Sullivan, an...acquaintance from home. She�s�interested in local history.�
The second sister snorted. When we all turned to look at her, she covered it with a cough, looking a little red. �Sorry. Something in my throat. It�s nice to meet you. I�m Lauren.�
�And I�m Kate,� the mother said. �It�s so nice to meet one of Mike�s friends. Won�t you join us for dinner?�
�Mom�� Mike began in a low voice.
Kate blinked. �Unless you don�t want to, of course.�
I felt caught. I wouldn�t mind eating with a family, but not if Mike didn�t want me there. �I�d love to,� I said a little uncertainly, and then glanced at Mike. �I mean, if it�s okay with you?�
It only took half a second before he had that charming smile back on his face. �Yeah, of course.�
* * *
We ate in a comfortable, well-appointed dining room, where the wide windows let in the last of the day�s light and the other tables were filled with the rest of the inn�s guests. Eileen and her granddaughter brought out greens, a beet salad, hearty brown bread, beef stew and mashed potatoes.
Kate smiled as we all served ourselves. �So how did you two meet?�
Mike smoothed butter across his bread. �Natalie�s...considering working in the area.�
Lauren propped her chin on her hand and looked skeptical.
�Oh, I see.� Kate frowned into her food. �So where are you staying, Natalie?�
�Here, actually.� I pointed at the ceiling. �Third floor.�
Kate nodded. �Mike, isn�t that where you are?�
I glanced at Mike, who looked equally guilty. He cleared his throat. It was kind of charming to see a celebrity cowed by his mom. �Yeah. That�s me.�
Anna snorted.
�Hmm.� Kate paused to let a spoonful of stew cool. �I�d been hoping Michael was finally introducing us to a girlfriend.�
I started coughing on my salad.
�Mom!� Mike and Anna chorused. Lauren just let out a long, beleaguered sigh.
�What?� Kate didn�t sound embarrassed at all. �I was married by the time I was Lauren�s age. I don�t think it�s so unreasonable to want the same for my children.�
�Thank you, Mom, for pointing out your marital status at twenty-three again,� Lauren said.
�Natalie is just a friend, Mom,� Mike added. �We�ve barely even known each other a month.�
Kate raised her brow. �If you insist,� she said, in much the same way my brother Evan said the lady doth protest too much.
Something hit my shin. �Ow!�
A horrified expression crossed Lauren�s face. �Oh my God, I am so sorry, I was aiming for Mike.�
Mike leaned his head back and groaned.
Anna laughed.
Kate held out the breadbasket in my direction. �Would you like another piece, Natalie?�
�That sounds great,� I said, and took one.
Mike pulled himself up out of his embarrassment to look at his mom. �So what�s the schedule? Did you see Patrick�s wife?�
Kate stabbed more forcefully than necessary at a beet, sending it skittering across her plate. �We�ll swing by Friday morning. Tomorrow we need to go shopping.� She directed a pointed look at her youngest. �Anna, despite bringing a wardrobe entirely in black, doesn�t have a single appropriate outfit for the�what�s it called?� She turned to her eldest daughter.
�The month�s mind.� Lauren looked at me when she explained. �It�s like a month after someone dies, family and friends go to mass and have a meal to remember the person. We missed the funeral, so we�re going to it instead.�
�He�s already buried,� Anna said. �I don�t see what the big deal is.�
Lauren rolled her eyes. �It�s a matter of respect.�
�Are you fucking kidding me? How is it respectful to skip out on the funeral and then run around town?�
Kate frowned. �Anna. Do not swear.�
She slammed her fork down. �For Christ�s sake, Mom. What are you going to do about it? Ship me away from my friends and my boyfriend and my job for the summer? Oh, wait. That already happened.� She shoved back the chair and stomped out of the room, her combat boots heavy on the pale wooden floor.
Wow. I wished I�d been that ballsy at her age.
Kate turned to me. �I�m sorry. I wish I could say she wasn�t always like this...�
�Is she?� Mike sounded surprised. �She definitely had an attitude when she visited New York, but I didn�t know it was this bad.�
Kate smiled flatly as she raised her drink again. �That, dear, is because you don�t live with her.�
Family politics were above my pay grade. With a smile and a flurry of pleasantries all around, I left them to their squabbling.

Chapter Six

Back in my room, I video-called Cam, and to my shock and delight she answered. I could see her bed and posters behind her. She stared squealing immediately �You�re there! Oh my God! How is it?�
�Ireland�s gorgeous. Haven�t seen the village yet. As for the inn�well. I�m staying across the hall from Michael O�Connor. I met and then had dinner with his entire family just now.�
She started laughing and flailing her arms about. �Ahh! I�m so excited!�
I couldn�t help grinning. �It�s so awkward. I actually like him as a person, but I feel weird about the whole Kilkarten excavation disagreement thing. How are we supposed to act?�
�You could try to get him to reconsider.�
�If only.� I paused, and then rushed my next words. �I did kind of have a thought.�
She raised her brows and gestured regally. �Do go on.�
�He has two sisters. And I kind of wondered... What�s their take on the excavation? Maybe they just have great poker faces, but when I said I was an archaeologist interested in the area, they acted like they�d never heard of me. Shouldn�t Mike have talked to them about the dig before he rejected it?�
She shrugged. �Maybe he owns the land outright and didn�t need their agreement.�
�Maybe,� I agreed, but that sounded dubious. I sighed. �It probably doesn�t even matter. Anyway. How are you?�
�I sat through a three hour meeting and listened to people argue about a color scheme. I was like, what does this have to do with anything? Why am I here?�
�How very existential.�
�Oh, but then I was thinking about the color red, and did you know it�s a biological turn on? Like, people are more likely to say they don�t like red lipstick or find red dresses too much, but they actually find it hot. So your football player is scientifically more sexy than others!�
�In Ancient Greece they thought redheads were vampires.�
�Well, that is a great tidbit that you should never mention again.�
I groaned. �His family�s also super nice. They invited me to have dinner with them. Who does that?� I sandwiched my nose and mouth between my palms and pulled them down. �I think I�m going to go knock on his door and try to de-awkwardize this situation.�
�Because going over to his room late at night isn�t awkward?�
I glanced at the clock. �It�s only eight-ten. And won�t admitting this is strange be better than saying nothing?�
She shook her head. �There�s no avoiding awkwardness. You just have to muddle through it until everyone�s made peace.�
Despite that, I still headed across the hall after disconnecting from Cam. I collected my half eaten bag of Reeses, and glanced quickly in the mirror. The reflection wasn�t impressive, but I wasn�t supposed to care about that. I made a face and then stepped out through my door, closing it firmly behind me.
Mike�s door loomed ahead. Well, the bird decal and light green paint kept the looming from being too impressive, but still. I stared at that bird for at least a minute, breathing shallowly, before I took two quick steps across the hall and banged loudly on his door.
It swung inward almost immediately. Mike stood there, ruffling his gleaming curls with a towel. He�d slung another around his waist. It dipped dangerously low. �Hey.�
Instead of answering, I watched water trickle down his neck, tracing down his bare, tan chest, and slipping over his well-defined abdomen.
�Like what you see?�
I dragged my gaze up to his grinning face. �Shouldn�t you not open your door half naked?�
His grin widened and he shrugged nonchalantly.
My gaze slipped down again, and I yanked them up as my cheeks burned. �Uh. Sorry. I can come back some other time.�
His eyes danced. �Just give me five.�
I nodded as I backed away, but once I�d closed my door I leaned against it and let out a moan.
Apparently not quietly enough, because I heard a low chuckle through my door. I tossed the candy on the dresser and then flung myself onto my bed, this time using my pillow to muffle my embarrassment.
For five impossibly long minutes, I tried to make myself breathe deeply and think of something calming and non-sexual. Unfortunately, I was having a hard time coming up with non-sexual objects. Or not just straight up picturing Mike�s body.
I had the worst timing in the history of the world.
Then again, he could have thrown a shirt on. Who answered the door practically naked? I could have been room service. He could have scarred someone.
Then again, he hadn�t seemed surprised to see me, and my door had a peek-hole. So maybe he�d chosen not to put a shirt on.
Okay. I had to stop overthinking everything.
Over five minutes had passed, so I picked up the goods and went back to his door. This time, Mike wore jeans and a Leopard�s T-shirt when he opened the door.
�Sorry,� I said automatically. �About�earlier.�
�No worries. What�s up?�
I lifted the Reeses. �I brought peace offerings.�
He stepped back and I moved inside his room. It had the same set up as mine, but there were already marks of his presence, sneakers and shirts tossed carelessly about. A set of weights lay in one corner, a football beside them. I wondered if he had anyone to practice with here.
The door clicked shut behind me and I turned back to Mike. He cocked his head at the half-eaten bag of candy. �That�s a pretty paltry olive branch.�
�I know. I was munchy earlier.� When he sat on his bed, I took it as my cue to curl up in an overstuffed mint-green armchair several feet away. He didn�t look away from me as he leaned against the headboard, his long legs sprawled out before him.
I took a deep breath. �Look, I know it�s a little awkward, me being here. Especially when I�m sort of a work problem and this is your personal life, and your family�s here... If it bothers you, I can get a room in Cork.� The bus ride would take an hour to get to the village, but that would be preferable to dealing with Mike if he didn�t want me here. �So, I don�t know, I just of thought if you had any issues you wanted aired, we could air them. Now. Until we�re cool.�
He stared at me.
I sank my head into my hands. �I�m sorry. I�m not a very eloquent speaker. Which sort of sucks, because I have a speech to give in September and I�m already freaking out about it.� I sighed and looked up. �How are you so together?�
He popped a Reeses in his mouth. �I�m not together.�
I scoffed.
�Didn�t you see my family down there?�
His warm, entertaining family that was so comfortable with one another that they could pick and snap at each other without fear of damaging their relationships? �Yeah. They�re wonderful.�
�Wonderful in moderation.�
�I mean it. They�re great.�
He cocked his head at my tone. �What�s that mean?�
All right, maybe I�d been a little too emphatic. I lifted my shoulders in slight embarrassment. �They were great.�
His eyes widened. �Are you kidding? Didn�t you notice my little sister storming out?�
I dismissed that with a wave of my hand. �She�s seventeen.�
�Yeah, old enough to know better. Were you like that at seventeen?�
I�d been president of National Honors Society, president of the French club, vice-president of the Sobriety Council, junior member of the Rotary Club and a choir member. For my seventeenth birthday party, my parents� friends� children and several members of my class had come over for a catered dinner by a local celebrity chef.
That year, like the sixteen before it, I had spent almost every day wanting to gouge my eyes out in the few moments I didn�t feel numb.
�At least she has a personality,� I said firmly.
�What, and you didn�t?�
I shrugged. �I had personas.� The perfect daughter, the perfect student. �Pretty boring. I�d take cursing goth kids any day.�
He groaned. �She�s dating some baby biker dude. Instead of going to college she wants to work in his sister�s tattoo parlor.�
�Well. I guess she won�t have to worry about student loans?�
�She won�t have loans. I�m paying.�
�Maybe she wants to be fiscally responsible.�
He shot me a look. �Yeah, that sounds like Anna.�
�It�s not exactly easy, having perfect older brothers.�
He raised a brow. �Which you know about?�
I shrugged. �Maybe not perfect. But I always felt second-best.�
�Why?�
�Oh.� Now I felt silly, because I hadn�t meant the conversation to come around to me, and I actively avoided talking about my family to anyone besides Cam. �My brothers are from my dad�s first marriage, and I think he kind of preferred them. Not a big deal or anything, he just didn�t know how to relate to me.�
He tilted his head. His hair, still straightened from his shower, was beginning to dry and curl. �Sounds like a big deal.�
Suddenly edgy, I jumped up and walked to the window. He had a view out the back of the inn, toward several cottages and the endless rolling hills and hedgerows. Lavender clouds rolled across the deepening blue night. �It really wasn�t. What about you? Where�s your dad?� A second after the words left my mouth, I remembered that his dad had to be gone for him to inherit Kilkarten. I turned to see him, my eyes widening. �I�m so sorry��
�It�s okay. It was a long time ago.�
We were both silent, but neither of us looked away. I could feel the space of the room constraining, or his presence growing, until it was as though I could only see him. My head felt light. I broke contact first and headed back to the armchair, busying myself with settling back in. �Anna must have been little.�
�Seven.�
Wow.
�What�s that look for?�
I raised my eyes, startled at the question. �I wasn�t giving you a look.�
His smile contained a hint of skepticism. �Yeah, you were.�
Fine. �Sounds like you�ve been father-figuring your youngest sister and supporting your whole family for a long time.�
He let out a wry breath. �Lauren said about the same. She wants to �fix� things while we�re here.�
��Things�?�
�Us. Our family.�
�How?�
He met my eyes again, with that same powerful intensity, and gave me a crooked smile different from the regular one he used to charm people. �I wish I knew the answer.�
I acknowledged the difficulty of that with my own wry smile. �How do you usually deal with problems?�
He watched me with a very odd, very aware expression. �Usually I smile a lot and people end up agreeing with me. Or liking me, so they alter things to go my way.�
I blinked but couldn�t look away. He looked back, his gaze bright and focused, like he saw something unusual and worth studying. I swallowed. �And of course, you�ve already figured out that I do the same thing.�
�You were shocked when I said no to the dig. I bet people don�t say no to you very often.�
�I don�t put myself in positions where people can say no to me that often.�
He tilted his head. �What does that mean?�
I wasn�t entirely sure what I�d meant, myself, so it was difficult to parse into words. Maybe I just didn�t ask or go after things when there was a chance I�d be turned down. I shrugged helplessly.
�What are you going to do while you�re here? I mean�you don�t know anyone here, do you?�
I shrugged. �My advisor�s in Dublin, but he�ll probably come down in two or three weeks. He was planning to, originally... And tomorrow I�m going to talk to your aunt, actually, and she might introduce me to some people who know about the land.�
He straightened. �You are?�
I nodded �I�d been corresponding with her husband for months. It seemed appropriate.� I paused. �What�s she like?�
He looked uncomfortable. �I haven�t actually met her. We�re having lunch day after tomorrow.� His eyes lit up. �I�ll go with you tomorrow.�
�Really? Are you sure?�
He raised his brows. �I�ve been with my family a solid week. I think I deserve the company of someone I�m not related to.�
I raised mine right back at him. �So you deserve my company?�
His voice was little more than a murmur. �Don�t I?�
I sucked in a quick breath. I was suddenly aware of how late it was, how much I�d enjoyed talking to him this evening, how whenever I was in his presence I was always so, so aware of him... And that he had unflinchingly refused to let me excavate Kilkarten, and just several hours ago I�d had the thought of enlisting his sisters for a coup d�etat. �I should go.�
He shook his head. �Must be our catchphrase.�
I paused halfway to the door. �What?�
�You said something like that when we first met. Then I tried to leave Ryan�s fast. But we never seem to get very far from each other, do we?�
I pulled the door open. �I am going.�
He nodded. �See you in the morning.�
I could feel the intensity of his gaze long after I�d tucked myself into bed and turned off all the lights.
* * *
I woke to birdsong. The sun had already risen, and morning light filtered through my window, lying in panels across my bed and the floor. I stretched and twisted and considered my jogging gear, but the time difference had thrown me off and I didn�t have time for a run if I wanted to meet with Maggie O�Connor in two hours. Still, I headed outside so I could get some fresh air and give my appetite time to wake up before breakfast.
I settled on a white stone bench under a cypress tree with my volume of Yeats, which to be honest I never would have read if I hadn�t been in Ireland. My last poetry had been along the lines of Dr. Seuss, who I held in great esteem, but other than him my attention usually drifted off during the first stanza of a poem.
I�d only been there fifteen minutes when Anna walked toward me, clearly coming in for breakfast from the cottage where she was staying. We both hesitated when we caught sight of each other, and then she angled her path to my bench.
I nodded at her. �Morning.�
She nodded back, and shoved her hands into the pockets of her faux leather jacket. The pockets didn�t look like they were actually built to support hands. �Sorry if I was kinda bitchy yesterday.�
I smiled. �We can blame it on jetlag.�
She grunted. �So. Are you a model or something?�
People had asked me that before�mostly because I�d inherited my mother�s height, cheekbones, and famous gray eyes�but I always hated the question. �Definitely not. I�m an archaeologist.�
�Seriously?�
I closed my book and slid over on the bench. �I study Irish history, from about two thousand years ago. I�m interested in the contact between Ireland and Rome, and your family�s farmland might cover an archaeological site that would give more information on that.�
Her jaw dropped open, and she fell onto the bench. �Seriously? Kilkarten? The farm? Are you going to, like, dig it up? That�s awesome.�
Something twinged in my chest, but I ignored it. �I don�t think so. I�m mostly going to be looking at old local records. Sometimes in these rural villages, papers don�t get digitized, so.�
Her brow scrunched up. �Well, why don�t you dig it up? Isn�t that easier?�
�Um.� I glanced back at the inn. So Mike hadn�t talked to his family about the excavation. �It�s complicated.� I shook the thoughts from my head and smiled at Anna. �So, how about you? You�re here to...� Oops. I�d just walked into depressing territory. �Because of your uncle?�
She shrugged and scowled. �Yeah, I guess. But seriously, who the fuck goes to Ireland because of some dude they never met?� She cut me a measured look, as though waiting for a reprimand, but I didn�t bite. She could curse her tongue off if she wanted.
�Did you have plans this summer?�
She snorted. �Obviously. I was going to work in Derek�s sister�s tattoo parlor.� She swung her foot impatiently. �But then they made me come here, so he broke up with me.�
I looked at her. �Because you weren�t going to work at his sister�s tattoo parlor.�
She shrugged. Her foot kept swinging. �Well. And I wouldn�t sleep with him.�
Shocking.
�I mean, I was going to.� She scowled. �Who wants to be a fucking virgin their senior year of high school?�
Fucking virgin was my new favorite phrase.
�Now he�s dating Kaitlyn Taylor.�
�On the other hand, Kaitlyn Taylor is stuck back home, and you get to explore all of Ireland.�
�Yeah, I guess.�
I leaned my head back, so I could admire the morning sky, and lowered my voice confidentially. �So my best friend and I came up with a plan before I came here. You want in on it?�
She seemed aware that she was too cool for plans, but still couldn�t resist asking, �What is it?�
�Operation: Irish Boyfriend.�
She threw a startled glance at me. �Wait, you want an Irish boyfriend? But what about�� She stopped abruptly.
My mouth twitched. �There�s nothing going on between me and your brother.�
�Why not?� She sounded almost defensive.
I jumped up from the bench. �I�m hungry. Let�s get some breakfast.�
And I headed back inside before Anna could press the issue.
The rest of the O�Connors joined us not much later, and when the three women moved to go to Cork for the day, Mike excused himself. �Natalie and I are going to head into the village.�
Kate agreed with such alacrity I suspected she still hoped Mike would be introducing me as his girlfriend shortly. Anna shot me a pointed look.
I turned to Mike after they�d left. �I feel like your entire family has some sort of agenda.�
�They usually do.� He stood and I followed. �Come on, let�s ask Eileen how to get into Dundoran.�

Chapter Seven

The coastal path from the inn to Dundoran Village curved along the shoreline. It rose and fell through the hills, but never touched the sand. Instead, we walked on flattened grass, while a haphazard stone wall herded us south. Pale green moss frosted the stones, and purple thistles fringed the bottom. Beyond the wall, wide green swaths rolled up into hills and sky, only interrupted by bushy trees and hedgerows.
I let out a deep sigh.
�You okay?�
I waved my arm expansively. �I�m just happy. It�s so beautiful. All these greens�all the colors.� The land rose slightly and the path followed it upward, giving us a splendid view of the heather covered green that sloped down to the shore. The water lapped gentle against the pale yellow strip of sand.
Mike stared at me. �You cannot get this turned on by nature.�
I tossed a grin back at him. �Why not? What else is this amazing?� I closed my eyes and inhaled a warm, fresh breeze, grass and blooming flowers, all underlain by the sea. �In Ecuador, you can smell the eucalypti. It�s sickly sweet. Heady. The bark peels off like paper, and it�s everywhere�the Spanish introduced the trees as a source of cheap firewood, and then it spread all over. I dreamed of those trees when I left.�
�Why did you leave?�
I opened my eyes. �Why? Well, the dig was up.�
�Hmm.� There was something in that noise, like I�d revealed a facet of myself I hadn�t intended to. �And what are you going to dream of here?�
�I don�t know. Maybe the sea. Salt and earth and wind.� I laughed. �Am I getting too fantastical?�
He studied me. I was learning that when Michael O�Connor fixed his attention on me, I felt like we were the only two people in the world. Out here in this rugged landscape, we could have been. �So you�ve lived in New York and Ecuador and now you�re here. You don�t put down roots, do you?�
I shrugged. �I put down enough.�
He lifted a challenging brow. �But you travel more than most people, don�t you?�
I�d always been proud of my travel spiel before, but now I wondered if he had a point. �I spent a year abroad in London. Did my field school in Greece summer after my sophomore year and then went back there the next season. Worked in the Great Plains for the summer after that. Did some work on Inka fortresses for one of my profs last year. My degree�s archaeology, so not place specific, though I�ll just be focusing on Ireland for my thesis.�
We kept walking, and he offered me a hand as we jumped over some mud. �Don�t you ever want to stay put?�
The idea of remaining in one place for a marked period of time gave rise to a fluttering anxiety. I pulled my hand out of his warm one as we walked on. Staying put seemed synonymous with being weighed down. Trapped. Suffocated. �No. That idea terrifies me.�
�What�s the longest you�ve ever spent in one place?�
I smiled grimly, picturing the silent, echoing halls of my parents� house. �Eighteen years.�
�And since then?�
I shrugged. �Nine months, tops? I wouldn�t want to be anywhere longer than that.�
�Why?�
I shrugged, staring ahead. The land turned back in on itself, the coast curving and forming small coves. Yellow gorse carpeted the fields to the left. A hedgerow wound closer, enough that I could see the fuchsia flowers tangled in the green. �I don�t know. I just get such wanderlust, and if I can�t go I feel empty and constrained and whenever I move I feel like I can breathe easier. Don�t you feel...exhilarated when you make the perfect drive, and you didn�t think you were going to but you do, and everything is just perfect for a moment?�
I glanced sideways to see if he thought that was silly and mad and impractical, like most people did, but a small, crooked smile lifted the corner of Mike�s mouth. He stopped walking and regarded me with those warm brown eyes. �Yeah.�
I took a step closer to him. I could smell his aftershave, a scent already becoming familiar to me. �That�s how I feel when I�m in a new place. When I excavate a new site.� I hesitated. �That�s how I feel about Ivernis.�
His throat and jaw worked, his brows tensing, but he didn�t look away. �Why can�t you just go back to Ecuador? Why does it have to be here?�
I smiled a little wistfully. �Don�t get me wrong. The Inka were badass. I mean, they conquered most of South America. They had an advanced road system and they drafted soldiers intelligently and they had the most gorgeous ashlar masonry you�ve ever seen.
�But it�s not the same. I know that�s silly, and part of it is just me...anthropomorphizing the site, but it doesn�t get to me the same way Ivernis does. It doesn�t sing. Sure, I would be happy working there�I was happy, it was amazing�but Ivernis� This is the only thing I want to do for the rest of my life.�
�I understand that.�
I glanced over at him. Most people I knew cared about what they were studying, maybe even loved it to a degree, love mixed with irritated and aggravation�but they didn�t obsess. But Mike O�Connor... �You do, don�t you?� I looked out over the endless fields. �What would you do, if you couldn�t play football? How would you feel? Like a musician with broken fingers? Like a runner who�s lost her legs?�
He pressed his lips together. �You�re not being fair.�
I sighed. �I know. I�m sorry.�
We were silent until the hill crested and the land fell away before us. To the west, the water stretched out, a flat blue under bright sky, while a mile in the distance a tiny village lay nestled between two hills, a patchwork of pastel houses with slate-gray roofs. Beyond it, the hills climbed again, brushed with green grasses and black stone dotted with purple.
Before the village, midway down the hill, a church rose up, the Gothic steeple perfectly piercing the sky. Moss covered the roof of an ancillary building. It looked so surreally perfect that my heart ached and my feet stopped.
Mike must have been paying attention, because he turned impatiently. �Aren�t you coming?�
�It�s beautiful.�
He grinned. �Kind of like the fields were beautiful? You�d probably find something good to say about the subway.�
I made a face at him. �And you�d probably say Rome is just a pile of rocks.�
He laughed. �I�m not that bad.�
We reached the church. Cypress trees stood before it, their branches curved tightly up toward the sky like they had been cultivated, while apple trees formed looser circles, blue peeking in between the leaves. Everything felt still and quiet as we curved around the old building. A tidy graveyard spread down the hill, while manicured grasses framed plots and placards.
�Oh, look.� At the back of the cemetery, by swooping, draping trees, a Celtic cross stood alone. I cut through the graves, fixed on the marker. Beneath the dark green moss, the stone was worn and dark, smoothed by age and pitted by weather.
�Natalie, I don�t think��
I crouched down and tried to make out the year. 1158. I reached out and then hesitated, my fingertips centimeters from the stone. The instruction not to touch art hovered between me and the cross.
But with living history, maybe it was meant to be part of our world. My fingers landed on the stone, cold even after an afternoon soaking up the sun. I could feel the aerated bubbles of rock as I brushed my fingers over the surface. �Look at this. Eight hundred years old. Eight hundred years old. And just sitting in a village graveyard, of no note, no record, just...here.� I shook my head. �It�s amazing.�
My fingers traced the carvings, the Celtic knots, etchings that had been chipped out eight centuries before I was born. This was the direct work of some nameless artisan. That�s what always got me. How very close I was with this unknown person. How very far away.
So many people, lost to obscurity. So many stories I could bring back.
It took me a while to notice the silence. I got lost easily, tangled in thoughts and time and other worlds. Usually someone called my name or touched my shoulder to get my attention, but this time Mike�s silence outgrew my own, and I turned to see him standing across the small graveyard, silent as the stone saint behind him.
He didn�t move as I came up by his side. I followed his gaze to the stones he studied so carefully.
Martin O�Connor. Ellen O�Connor. Kathleen O�Connor. Mary O�Connor. Sean O�Connor.
I swallowed over the sudden lump. �You okay?�
He shrugged. �It�s not like they were real to me. I mean��
�I know.�
He nodded. �But it�s sort of funny�all of their names written out. And�� He nodded at the newest-looking stone, still sharp cornered and smooth.
Patrick O�Connor.
The bottom of my stomach fell out. �Ah.�
�And then�it�s like no one else ever left. I feel� Would my dad have wanted to be here? Should he have been?�
I didn�t know what to say or do. I wanted to comfort him, but wasn�t sure how. I reached down and laced my fingers through his, and stepped sideways until our arms lined up against each other.
He squeezed my hand, and we stood there, staring at the O�Connors.
�What happened to your dad?�
The tension seemed to drain out of Mike�s body, and he leaned slightly into me. �Car crash. The other driver was drunk.�
�That�s awful.�
�Yeah.� He shrugged. �What can you do? You can be the best driver in the world, and it doesn�t matter if someone smashes into you.� His fingers squeezed mine. �My mother sat down on the kitchen floor and just started crying when they told her. I�d only heard her cry once before. I waited until everyone was asleep and then I broke into his whiskey collection.� He took a deep breath. �On the third night I found Lauren there, and then I poured out all of them.�
I leaned into him. �You were a good brother.�
He shook his head. �I left them six months later for college.�
I turned my head up so I could see him, staring stony-eyed across the graves. I reached up to touch his cheek, so he turned to look at me. �And do you still feel guilty?�
His eyes tore through me, wide with remembered pain. �I feel guilty about how happy I was to leave.�
We heard the clearing of a throat and looked up, our hands falling apart. In the still, silent cemetery, it seemed only right that the only person was a thin man with thinner white hair, dressed in a well-worn brown tweed suit. He nodded at both of us, but it was clear his attention latched onto Mike. �You�ll be Brian�s son.�
Mike looked swiftly at me, and then gave the older man a bright smile. Back to normal, friendly Mike O�Connor, without any trace of sadness or discomfort. �Yeah. I�m Mike O�Connor.�
�Darrell MacCarthy. Used to give your da lifts to school.� He glanced my way. �And this young lady is...?�
�Natalie Sullivan.� I extended my hand to grip his firmly.
�Ah, you also have family here?�
�Oh, no, I�m Irish in name only.� That didn�t sound as eloquent out loud as it had in my head, so I grimaced and then wished I had some capability to keep my emotions off my face, and that the older man didn�t think I was grimacing at him.
But Mr. MacCarthy had already returned his attention to Mike, whose smile looked a little fixed to me. He wasn�t asking, as I would have, for every last hopefully rapscallion recollection Mr. MacCarthy could whip up about his father. I remembered Mike saying I don�t talk about Kilkarten when we first met, and I wondered if he didn�t talk about his father, either.
Except that he just had, with me.
In any case, the silence kept stretching, so I hurried to fill it, because who liked silences? Silences were for black holes. �I do specialize in Irish history, though. I�m an archaeologist.�
At my overly bright tone, MacCarthy focused on me. �The one Patrick hired? I thought you�d be a bit older.�
Well. Patrick hadn�t hired me. The brightness corroded. �Well, I�m not.�
Beside me, Mike�s smile eased into a slightly more natural version, and he nodded to Mr. MacCarthy. �We should get going but�it was nice to meet you.�
Mr. MacCarthy wasn�t done, even though Mike had already turned away. �Where are you off to?�
I hesitated, unwilling to walk off on this old man. �Um...�
Mike�s hand reached back and wrapped around my mine, tugging me gently after him. �To pay a call,� he said over his shoulder as I stumbled to catch up, �on my dear Aunt Maggie.�
* * *
A pair of main streets cut through the village, lined with two story buildings painted pale yellows and blues and greens. Ivy climbed up the level walls and low peaked slate roofs. All the signs were written in Gaelic as well as English, a language of curlicues and accents.
Maggie O�Connor lived at the far side of the village, so we walked past O�Malley�s Restaurant, the village pub and a caf� with outside seating. Several patrons looked up with curiosity as we passed, and Mike�s hand tightened on mine.
And then we were before a lavender house nestled between two off-white ones. Window boxes filled with white flowers hung beneath long, thin panes of glass, and the door itself was painted blue. I sighed happily before knocking.
The door opened immediately.
Maggie O�Connor stood five-feet tall, with thick black hair gathered at the nape and streaked through with silver. I put her somewhere in her fifties, and she gave me the same puzzled look most women her age gave me, like some dusty corner of their mind recognized my face from when they�d been seventeen and poured over fashion magazines.
�Mrs. O�Connor.� I let loose my brightest smile. �I�m Natalie Sullivan. Thank you so much for seeing me today.�
Her expression cleared of confusion and settled into polite curiosity. �Ah, the archaeologist. Would you like a cup of tea?�
�Yes, thanks.� I entered, and then hesitated. Mike stood stiffly on the doorstep, arms crossed against his chest. �And, um, this is...�
Maggie turned back and paled. She ran her blue stare unblinkingly over Mike. Her lips moved for a moment before any sound made it out. �Brian�s son.�
I saw him do it. Just like flicking on a switch. One moment, his posture indicated discomfort, and the next warmth suffused his face. He aimed such a charming grin at Maggie that I almost smiled, too, and his voice dropped to low, confidential registers, like he was speaking to his best friend or his beloved grandmother. �My family and I just arrived�I think my mother sent a note. But I thought I�d come around with Natalie.�
She flicked her eyes up and down. �Ah, yes.� She turned sharply and vanished into the house.
The entry hall was low and dark, the striped green wallpaper hung with old portraits, but the sitting room had plenty of light from the street and a brass chandelier. Mike and I settled on an old, striped sofa. The single bookcase held mostly trinkets and only one shelf of books, but white cracks lined their spines and made me think well of Maggie O�Connor.
Maggie obviously did not feel the same way toward Mike, because when she returned after placing a kettle on, she said, �Eileen O�Rourke said your family arrived yesterday, yet they haven�t called.�
Mike�s smile didn�t waver. �It�s my teenage sister, Anna. Didn�t bring a thing she could wear, so she dragged the rest off shopping.�
Maggie�s gaze didn�t waver. �You�re twenty-six?� At Mike�s nod, she continued. �You have two sisters, is that right?�
�Lauren�s twenty-three. Anna�s seventeen.�
Maggie raised her brows. �An accident, the last one?�
Mike didn�t look thrilled under his smile. I jumped in, trying to smooth the tension. �I�m so sorry for your loss, Mrs. O�Connor. While I never met you husband, he was always very kind to me when we spoke on the phone.�
Maggie regarded us scornfully. �Patrick hasn�t been kind to anyone for the last ten years. And I certainly don�t expect Brian�s son to miss him.� Her lips tightened and she seemed to drift off into her thoughts for a moment, and then she shook herself and rose to fetch the tea.
I leaned in close to Mike so there�d be no chance of her overhearing from the kitchen. �I�m sorry, but did your father try to poison your uncle? What is going on?�
His head almost touched mine as he answered. �Did I mention my dad and uncle had been estranged for twenty years? And that Maggie and Patrick didn�t come to my dad�s funeral or anything?�
Gee, I was so glad I�d been dragged into a family feud. Because there weren�t enough feuds in my life. �Why, no. No, you did not.�
Maggie returned with a tray of mugs and, to my endless joy, shortbread. She placed everything on the coffee table. �And how did the two of you come together?�
Mike took a sip of the boiling tea. Despite the likely loss of taste buds, he didn�t flinch. He just set the mug down and smiled at his aunt. �Natalie tells me Patrick had signed on for an excavation at Kilkarten.�
�That�s right.� Maggie stirred her tea. �Your excavation�s stirred up a lot of excitement.�
I tossed a look at Mike, wondering if he�d told this estranged aunt the excavation was no longer happening. �Do the people here care a lot about it?�
Maggie looked amused. �It�s all anyone�s talked about for the last six months.�
That was unexpected. �But Patrick only signed the final paper work three months ago.�
�It took the village three months to convince him.�
�Um...� I looked again at Mike. I didn�t want to be the one who broke the news that all that work went out the window.
Mike frowned. �Why did the village want the dig?�
Maggie took a slow tip of tea. �A site would boost the local economy. There would be more tourists spending money at the shops and restaurants, more jobs�Ms. Sullivan said she would probably hire a good dozen people to help her excavate this summer.�
Mike turned his frown to me.
I shrugged. �It�s easier to hire and train locals than bring workers over, especially for Phase 1 excavations where not a lot of detailed digging happens.�
�Mrs. O�Connor.� Mike leaned forward, hands clasped between his knees. I wondered if it tasted strange, his mother�s name applied to a woman he�d never met before. �Why was Patrick was okay with the excavation? I wouldn�t have thought he�d want strangers all over his property.�
�Wouldn�t you?� Her sharp eyes peered over the brim of her cup. Beside me, Mike tensed. I couldn�t pick out the thickest tension between them�accusation, unease, challenge.
�Patrick was a big proponent of rediscovering Ireland�s early history,� I said quickly and a little too loudly, trying to dispel whatever strange sentiment the O�Connors had stirred up.
It worked. Both of them scoffed. �The money had a large part to do with it,� Maggie said. �And if you�d ever met Patrick, you would have known that once he�d made up his mind, nothing would change it.�
Mike nodded slowly. �I�ve heard stories.�
��Course you have.� Maggie stirred her small silver spoon through her tea.
Mike cleared his throat. �Is there a bus out to the farm? I wanted to look around.�
His aunt shook her head. �It�s only accessible by car. I�m busy this afternoon, but could give you a lift tomorrow. Or my nephew Paul�s in town. I�m sure he can bring you over.�
Mike and I exchanged a glance, and then Mike nodded.
Maggie lifted her tea. �You can find him at the pub over on Blue Street. Just ask for Paul Connelly.�

Chapter Eight

We broke for lunch first. We picked up pre-made sandwiches at the local Spar, a tiny chain convenience store, and ate them sitting on a bench looking over the tiny harbor. Boats bobbed in the water, and people occasionally stared. We were stopped three times for introductions before we were finally able to unwrap our food.
I liked it here, with the warm summer breeze and the scent of the sea and the warm bread in our hands. I turned to say as much to Mike, but switched topics when I saw the furrows in his brow. �So what�s up with this estrangement? What happened?�
The furrows melted away when he looked at me, replaced by a grin. �You�re pretty nosy.�
�Who, me?� I widened my eyes. �I just have an active interest in understanding the world. Also, that was a little weird, wasn�t it? Shouldn�t we have talked about Patrick and your dad and your lives, considering that you�d never met before?�
He finished off a bite of his sandwich. �My dad and Patrick grew up on Kilkarten, but by the time Dad was ten, they�d moved to the village�actually, probably to the house Maggie�s in now.� He threw a glance over his shoulder, like he�d only just realized his father might have spent years in that same house. I had to touch his knee before he shook himself and went on.
�Right. Anyway, after my grandparents died�and this was when my dad and Patrick were in their late teens, early twenties�Dad wanted to sell the farm. Patrick didn�t. They had some huge fight and then Dad moved to Boston.�
�What was the fight about?�
He shrugged.
Right. �Personal reasons.�
He gave me that crooked smile.
We finished off our sandwiches. I looked out over the water, dark blue and endless. Mike�s dad had wanted to get rid of the land, and now Mike refused to. What had that fight been about? Did Maggie know? Did Mike�s family? �So I�m guessing you haven�t met this cousin of yours, then.�
The idea seemed to astound him. �Cousin?�
His shock was kind of cute. �Almost. If he�s Maggie�s nephew.�
He groaned. �I should be back home celebrating the off-season and instead I�m meeting lost cousins and bitter aunts.�
I hopped off the bench. �Come on. Let�s go find this pub.�
Blue Street looked a lot like Red Street, with just a handful of shops and houses and the cobblestone road interrupted by a small fountain. A signpost pointed toward shops and the church, written in two languages.
The pub clearly took precedence, busy even at two in the afternoon. A green pennant hung outside the brown brick building, while inside it looked like the Irish pubs at home, except the music didn�t hurt my ears and the TVs didn�t blast. People ate as much as they drank, and off in the back a group of teenagers played pool.
We headed for the bar, and the college-aged kid watching the soccer game from behind it. �Hey,� Mike said. �We�re looking for Paul Connelly. Is he here?�
The teenager dragged his gaze from the screen and raked it over us, with the amount of judgment I usually associated with NYU student bartenders in the East Village. It morphed slowly to recognition. �You�re Michael O�Connor.�
He nodded. �Yeah. Is Paul here?�
The kid slouched back and crossed his arms. �Connelly! Your American cousin�s arrived.�
Every head in the pub swiveled in our direction.
From the back, a man detached himself from a clump of Guinness guzzlers. He was about my height and age, but he had thick black hair and dark eyes. Black Irish, they called it, Iberian blood. He shoved his hands in his pockets and sauntered over.
�Well.� Paul Connelly had a low, lilting voice, and I immediately thought of Cam�s Operation: Irish Boyfriend. �That didn�t take very long.�
Beside me, Mike relaxed very slowly. The great control that went into his apparent laziness was more alarming than if he�d tensed up all over. ��Scuse me?�
Paul propped his elbow on the bar and shrugged. �Seems to me you swooped right in as soon as you inherited some land.�
Mike curved his lips up. �Actually, my uncle just died. I�m here for his month�s mind.�
�After twenty-six years of never even talking to the man?�
Mike relaxed his body even more, like he was lounging in midair. �You�re pretty well-informed for a guy I never even knew existed.�
Paul scoffed and shook his head. �Just like a Yank.�
Mike didn�t even twitch. Like a snake before the death-strike. �What�s that supposed to mean?�
Great. Could no one in this family communicate without weird accusations? If Paul Connelly�s body language was any indication, Mike was about to get punched in the face.
I squeezed between the two guys and stuck my hand out. �I�m Natalie Sullivan. Sorry for your loss. I never met your uncle, but we spoke several times. I�m an archaeologist from Columbia University.�
Paul waited a moment, his square jaw working, before he transferred his attention to me. When he did, surprise crossed his face. �You�re a lot prettier than I expected.�
�Hey,� Mike said sharply. He moved up beside me.
I stepped on Mike�s foot and kept my gaze trained on Paul. �Your aunt said you might be able to take us by Kilkarten today.�
Paul looked back and forth between Mike and me. �You two a thing?�
I refused to look at Mike. �No.�
Mike spoke at the same time. �What�s it to you?�
Paul smiled slowly and Mike scowled. Then, focusing all his attention on me, Paul said, �Right this way.�
Mike caught my arm as we headed out the door, leaning close enough that his breath brushed my neck. �Watch that guy.�
I shivered, focus stolen by the thrills of attraction running down my arms. �Why?�
�Because I have two younger sisters, and can spot an asshole a mile away.�
I shook my head at him and followed Paul out onto the street. We piled into Paul�s truck, and Mike and I had a brief, silent struggle for the front seat while Paul headed toward the driver�s side. Mike won.
Paul had to start and stop several times as oblivious pedestrians wandered into the streets before us. He didn�t speak. Mike didn�t speak.
So of course I did. �So your aunt says you live in Paris?�
�That�s right.� He looked at me in the rearview mirror. �You been?�
�No, but it�s on my list. Do you travel a lot, out of Paris?�
He slowly grinned at me in the mirror. For a moment, he looked shockingly like his cousin, despite the lack of blood between them, and the darkness of Paul�s looks compared to Mike�s brightness. He nodded. �A bit.�
I kept babbling. �I�ve never been to Paris but I did a whole circuit of Eastern Europe�Prague and Istanbul and Croatia...�
A spark of genuine interest lit, and some of the tension drained from the car. �You ever get to Dubrovnik?�
�I loved Dubrovnik.� I turned to Mike. �It�s this gorgeous walled city with red roofs and these winding streets��
Paul interrupted. �Did you walk the walls? See the Old Town?�
I nodded. �Oh yeah, of course. Did you go out to that island?�
�With the monastery?�
�Yeah. Okay, listen to this. We met the weirdest old man on the ferry...�
Mike didn�t seem to like the conversation going on without him. �We might go to Paris later this summer.�
Paul switched his attention to Mike as though I hadn�t been in the middle of a sentence. �You and her?�
Mike shrugged non-committedly.
Please. Though if Mike�s family invited me to go to France, I�d have a hard time resisting. Think of all the croissants!
Still, I didn�t really appreciate Mike using me as a chew toy to make Paul jealous.
I looked back at Paul. �Are you from Dundoran originally?�
�From Dublin. Came down to take care of my aunt since my mum couldn�t get away from work and I have the summer off.� His accent was gentle and lulling. �Came for the funeral and everything too.�
My hands twisted in my lap. In front of me, I caught a quarter of Mike�s profile as he looked toward Paul. A muscle pulsed in his cheek. �Look, man, I don�t know what your problem with me is. Did you want Kilkarten to be left to you?�
Paul scoffed. �What do I want with a heap of grass? Not like there�s anything interesting there.�
I leaned forward. �I beg to differ. There�s a whole freaking harbor.�
Paul glanced back. �Sorry, love. Forgot about that.�
My lips twitched at the endearment. Mike let out an unimpressed hmph.
The ride to Kilkarten had taken us out of the village and through rolling hills. The sun glided over the land, picking out a dozen shades of green, so many that I found my brain stunted by color and the inability to think of anything new to say. We passed a turnoff for someone else�s farm and a few sheep watched us go. A handful of miles later Paul took another turnoff, and the road rambled upward before leveling out. Green and blue stretched out before us, the water a flat line in the distance.
Paul threw the truck into park in a dirt lot next to the dead remains of a building. Ah, the O�Connor farmhouse, burned years ago when Patrick and Mike�s father were boys. �Here we are. Good old Kilkarten.�
A chill of anticipation swept through me, and I fumbled for the door and fell out of the car.
The air caught in my chest. This land was everything. Ivernis�s past, my future, Jeremy�s redemption. My eyes scanned as far as I could see, and I knelt and threaded my fingers through the grass. Here had been dark blue water. A calm bay; a drastic change from outside the cove, from the great Atlantic waves crashing against the shore, whipped by frenzied winds into white foam and spray. Here�right here�the water had only rippled, surrounded on three sides by land. Small ships sailed from Ireland to Britain. Traded for iron, introduced a whole age. Beneath me could be the skeletons of ancient curraghs. Buried in the harbor�s mulch could be coins fallen overboard, from Rome�even Greece�there could be anything fallen over. There could be a whole story buried here just waiting to be read.
I sucked in a deep breath and stood, searching for Mike, wanting more than anything in that instant for him to share my happiness. I thought that he, out of all the people in the world, would also be able to feel how wonderful this place was. I jogged to his side. �Mike, isn�t it fantastic?�
He didn�t seem to hear. Standing like that, with his spine straight and his gaze distant, he looked just like the lord of the land, surveying his kingdom.
Because, of course, he did understand how special this place was. He owned it. As far as he could see, until the quiet strip of blue, this land was his.
To cover my disquiet, I kicked off my flip-flops. �Race you to the ocean.�
He blinked, and his attention shifted back to me. �What?�
I took off. It must have been two miles until the sea, but it slipped away beneath my bare feet in a blur of grass and sky and the occasional impressionistic blur of flowers. I glanced behind and saw Mike gaining. His legs were longer than mine, and he had to be just as used to running as I was. Arms pumping in a steady rhythm, he caught up, and then passed. I summoned a burst of energy and ran flat out after him.
We went up a small hill, a gentle roll that disappeared under our long strides, and I almost lost my breath at the top. It slanted down steeply on this side, falling ten feet into a narrow strip of hard sand.
Mike turned with a grin. His chest rose and fell. �I win.�
I ignored him, dropping to a dangling seat on the edge of the small cliff, twisting my body so my arms were braced against the grass while my feet found small crevices in the stone. �What are you doing?� Mike demanded, grabbing for one of my arms, alarm passing over his face.
I tugged my arm away and beamed at him. �You only win once your feet are in the water. Rule of the beach.� I launched backward.
Exhilaration jolted through me as I fell, my stomach swooping out, Mike cursing above me. I landed with bent knees, stumbling as the pressure rushed through my bones. Mike, yelping, followed, but I splashed into the ocean before him, letting out a scream as the cold water hit my calves.
Mike landed beside me, hopping up and down in an unsuccessful attempt to keep out of the cold. I kicked water at him and splashes spotted his shorts. Outraged, he splashed back, and then leaned down and cupped a small wave my way in retaliation. I danced back. But the sea floor deepened and I stumbled, wheeling my arms as I tried to stop from falling into the freezing water.
And then Mike�s arm wrapped around me and hauled me forward until I pressed against his chest. My hands automatically wrapped around his biceps for balance, my face nestling into his throat. He smelled like salt and earth and I could feel his heart beating against mine. My feet and calves were numb, but the rest of me flushed with heat and headiness.
Heart pounding, I leaned my head back. The bright blue sky surrounded his head, his hair bright red in the afternoon sun, his face shadowed. His body breathed in and out with mine, each breath pushing me close against him. His arms dropped down to encircle the small of my back, and my hands slid up over his shoulders almost of their own accord. If I pulled up just the smallest bit, if I pushed up on my toes...
I kissed him.
His mouth moved against mine with the ease of long familiarity, as though we�d been kissing for years, as though this was a kiss that had been and would always be part of who we were. I could have stayed there forever, with the wind, the waves, the sun, Mike�s lips moving against mine.
But something caught my attention, some flicker of movement or color on the shore, and I looked over. Paul stood on the small cliff, watching us with crossed arms.
I pulled away and shoved heavy strands of hair out of my face. The wind had whipped it everywhere. �We better go. Paul is waiting.�

Chapter Nine

The next morning, I headed downstairs just past dawn. Kate O�Connor sat alone at a wicker table, her hand loosely clasped around a wide brimmed mug. She stared steadfastly through the alcove windows. The orange glow beat back the slate and coal, gradually lightening the sky behind the clouds and giving color back to the fields.
I wondered if she saw the sunrise or the past.
Eileen entered through another door, carrying a tray of white and blue porcelain dishes. �Here you go, love.� She set an omelet and hash browns before Kate, and then caught sight of me. �Ah, Natalie! What can I get you?�
�Good morning,� I said, sort of at both of them. Kate angled her body my way. �Um, just a cup of coffee, please. And maybe some shortbread?�
�How about a fresh scone now?�
My stomach rumbled at the thought of clotted cream and jam. �That would be wonderful.�
�Did you have trouble sleeping?� Kate asked after Eileen departed. �I know the time adjustment can be tricky.�
�Oh, I slept fine.� I�d actually slept perfectly, and woken with lingering dream fragments that featured her son. I tried to banish the memory and drum up something else to say. �Is this your first time in Ireland? Or did you meet�Mr. O�Connor�here?�
Kate smiled and took a long sip of her coffee. �No, I met him after he moved to Boston.�
�Why did he move there?�
�A lot of people did, then. More jobs. More opportunity.� The cup�s steam formed a veil before her face, gentling her features like a camera�s soft focus. �But Brian always said, �I�m going to die in Kilkarten.� Like it was a foregone conclusion he�d come back.�
Yet he hadn�t spoken to his brother for twenty years after he left. �He must have really loved it.�
�More than anything.� She finally turned to look at me, her ethereal features firming up with attention. �We�re going to see Patrick�s widow today. You�re welcome to come, but don�t feel obligated.�
I didn�t; I felt awkward. �Oh. Thank you, but I actually saw her yesterday.�
Her brows rose and the silence lasted just long enough to feel strained. �And how was she?�
�Um.� Honestly, you�d think I�d never written ethnographic papers for cultural anthropology classes describing all sorts of relationships and behaviors. �She was�not very talkative.�
Kate nodded and pursed her lips like she was about to say something, but she changed her mind and stared back out the window. �Did you like her?�
The question struck me as peculiar. �We didn�t spend enough time together for me to form an opinion.�
She nodded again, and let out a deep sigh. Then Eileen reentered with my scone, and Kate switched the topic to my schoolwork and interests and other parental inquiries, and the odd moment passed.
After breakfast, I walked to the village while the sun finished rising, through floating sheets of mist and the spray of the sea and long, sharp calls of birds. I caught an extremely bumpy bus that carried me to Cork, and chatted easily with eighty-year-old Mrs. Buckley, who insisted that Mike�s grandfather had never really meant to marry Mike�s grandma or been interested in Eileen from the inn, but that he�d really loved her.
Apparently Mike�s granddad really got around.
Cork felt like a massive city after several days in Dundoran, but I still wanted to stop every ten seconds and whip out my camera. I walked along the river, strolling across the bridge and admiring the colorful houses and the cathedral�s steeple. I got hungry again and settled in a tiny caf� for an hour, eating another scone accompanied by a mocha. I alternated between people watching and one of my comfort books on my eReader.
At ten, I headed over to Cork�s Central Library, located on the Grand Parade. I spent a happy afternoon buried in the stacks. I wasn�t entirely sure what I wanted, so I pulled everything that mentioned Kilkarten, the neighboring farms, Dundoran Village, local archaeology, Iron Age Ireland, Rome... I ended up with stacks of books. I could access the digital newspaper archives for free from the library itself, so I delved into old articles.
Libraries were dangerous places. Start researching one topic, and the next thing you know it�s three hours later and you�re reading up on family feuds from two-hundred years ago. I did pretty well at staying on topic, but I was surprised to find it near seven o�clock when I left. I ate at a South Indian restaurant while reading a copy of the local paper. I thought about calling my mom, but decided I�d shoot her an email when I went back to the inn instead.
I got back just as the sun set, and after grabbing my laptop from my room, headed down to the inn�s library. It was a cozy room lined with books and a small fireplace. Lauren sat at a round polished table in the window alcove, typing away on a laptop. She looked up when I stopped in the doorway, and pushed back some of the bright corkscrews that had fallen loose from her messy bun. �Oh, hey. You�re back from...�
�I went into Cork. Did some research.� I dropped down at her table. �Where�re your mom and Anna?�
�Oh, back at the cottage. I needed to get away and relax.�
I laughed sympathetically. �Long day?�
She sighed and shook out her hair. �You have no idea.�
I studied her. Lauren wasn�t very forthcoming, but she seemed smart and practical and down-to-earth. I had no idea how she felt about Kilkarten or if she fully sided with Mike�s excavation ban, but I wasn�t quite ready to ask her that straight out.
�I think Mike mentioned you were meeting your uncle�s widow? How�d that go?�
Lauren shrugged and closed the laptop. �It was an experience.�
�Was it awkward? Mike told me a little about your family dynamics.�
Her brows rose. �He doesn�t usually talk about our family. But, yeah, it made it awkward. Mom and Maggie were polite but cold, and it kind of felt like they were taking digs at each other.�
Kind of like when my dad and his ex-wife were in the same room. �Did you ask your mom about it?�
Lauren nodded. �I tried to pry it out of her, but she wouldn�t tell me what the big deal was. Though I guess she did invite Maggie and Patrick to Dad�s funeral, and they didn�t come, so Mom thinks we currently have the high moral ground for coming out here at all. I don�t even know.� She shrugged. �But we�re going back for lunch tomorrow, to meet Maggie�s nephew, so it wasn�t an entire disaster.�
We spent the next hour chatting about innocuous things�mostly school. Lauren had just wrapped up her Masters of Public Health, and while that had no relation to archaeology, everyone in grad school had a small kinship. We had finals and capstones and defenses before panels or committees. We had undergrads and advisors and exhaustion and a deep disdain for everyone who kept telling us how much harder life would be in the �real world.�
It was Lauren who finally moved the topic closer to home. �Where did you grow up?�
�Just outside of the city.�
�So you�re actually a New Yorker. Leopards� fan?�
�I�ve been a Leopards fan since I was little girl.� I relaxed back in the seat, loose and mellow. �There was a... I used to wear a jersey as my night-shirt. Dustin Jones, the QB before Carter. My dad got it for one of my brothers, and he forgot it at my house... God, they fought over who�d taken it when Evan couldn�t find it.�
�You must have really wanted it.�
I�d really wanted a present from my father about something he loved. That was the year I�d started doing my own laundry, because I didn�t want my mom to see it and make me give it back. Which, in retrospect, was pretty pathetic. �I was a weird kid.�
She laughed. �Weren�t we all.�
�Mike too?�
She wavered her head back and forth. �When we were little, sure. But after our dad died... He got really serious.�
�But now everyone describes him as charming.�
Her brows scrunched. �Don�t I know it.�
I blinked.
She sighed. �Sorry. More bitterness than I meant, there. I just wish he�d spend some time with this family. But�I don�t know.�
I suspected I did, if I saw the same things she did. That Mike�s charm was something of a fa�ade, and that Lauren was worried about her brother. Hadn�t Mike said Lauren wanted their family to �fix� things? �Thus, the vacation.�
She smiled and waved a hand. �I�m forcing us to bond.� She paused. �So�just to clarify�how do the two of you know each other?�
I hesitated. �Did Mike mention the excavation at Kilkarten to you?�
She shook her head and frowned.
�I�d contracted the ability to excavate Kilkarten from your uncle Patrick, but when he died, the land went to Mike.� I felt like I was walking along a tightly stretched rope. �That�s right, isn�t it? The land was left to Mike?�
She transferred her gaze to me, just a hint of perplexity opening her features. �Well. I guess it wasn�t, really.�
I frowned. �Then why does he get to decide that the excavation�s cancelled?�
�Why did he decide that?�
�I don�t know. I know there�s some sort of family estrangement, but to stop it a month before the start date�to tell all the diggers and archaeologists and suppliers it would no longer happen after months of work... I don�t know. It didn�t really seem fair.�
Lauren�s poker face wasn�t as good as her brother�s, and I could see the unease in the furrow of her brows. �He cancelled the excavation? But�then why are you here?�
I shrugged. �I had the flight. My professor works here. And even if I can�t dig, maybe I can learn something from old records or by surveying the land in person.�
She nodded, her frown an exact mimic of her brother�s expression. �That�s weird.�
�That�s what I thought.�
We sat in silence for a moment, and then Lauren shook herself. �Well, I have no idea.�
�It�s okay. Anyway, I must still have jetlag. I should head up to bed.�
So we said our goodnights, but when I reached my door, I stopped, and turned to the one that faced it. It was just past ten, a little too late to go knocking on people�s doors.
Despite that, my hand reached out and tapped just below the dove decal on Number 12.

Chapter Ten

Mike�s door swung inward almost immediately. His eyes sparkled. �This is getting to be habit.�
Somewhere deep inside me, tendrils of heat uncurled and warmed my whole body. �Can I come in?�
He slowly stepped back and pulled the door open in clear invitation.
My arm brushed his as I entered. I felt the touch with the sharpness of an electric shock�except this awareness felt good, exciting. Still, I felt almost shy as he closed the door, and the room seemed to fill with possibilities.
I sat back in the mint green armchair. My tongue darted out and wet my lips, and his eyes fell to them. I swallowed, and his gaze traced my throat.
And then I broke the mood by saying, �I talked to your sister today.�
His expression cleared. �Which one?�
�Lauren.� I paused. Now that I�d opened the conversation I didn�t know where to take it. �About, uh, about Kilkarten.�
He groaned. �Seriously?�
�It just sort of came up.� I licked my lips nervously. �It kind of occurred to me that all three of you siblings own the land.�
�So?�
�So... Why didn�t you discuss it with them?�
�Look, all three of us need to sign for you to excavate there. Since I already knew I wouldn�t, it was a moot point.�
�Yeah, but... There are two of them.�
�This isn�t a democracy.�
I narrowed my eyes at him. �Do they know that?�
He took a step closer to me. �What are you doing here, Natalie?�
I had to crane my neck back to see his face. �What do you mean?�
�You did knock on my door. Was it to try to change my mind about Kilkarten?�
My breath came short and fast. �I wanted to talk.�
�You talked. Now what?� He braced himself against the armchair�s wings and angled his upper body toward mine. �Are you going to tell me that you should go?�
My mind blanked and I could barely consider his last words. Instead of thoughts, emotions filled me, warmth and want and joy, so powerful they drowned everything else out. I curled my legs beneath me so I could rise to meet him. He slid his hand around the back of my neck, leaned down and kissed me.
I wrapped my arms around him and leaned up into the kiss. He was warm and bright and untamed, and heat unfurled deep in my belly, spreading like wildfire all through my body. It consumed me, urged me closer to him, striking up a conflagration of desire that would destroy us both.
Which was why I had to draw back. I braced my hands against his chest and looked down. My breath came hard and fast from two sources of adrenaline. �Are you sure this is a good idea?�
He lifted my chin and kissed my jawline. His breath sent shivers down my spine. �It�s a great idea.�
It was very hard to think with those warm, large hands slipping under my shirt and caressing my waist. Calloused finger pads dragged over sensitive skin. I sucked in a deep breath as his thumb stroked under my belly button. �Mike.� A shudder of pleasure shook me, and then I drew back. �I�m just not sure...because of Kilkarten.�
Now he drew away. �Why are we still talking about this?�
I shifted. �I don�t know. What if something changes?�
�What do you mean, �something�? Nothing�s changing. You�re not digging there.� His expression shifted to horror. �Wait, you don�t think that if you slept with me I�d let you excavate��
�No!� I broke in, hot with embarrassment. He kept staring at me like I�d honestly just offered to prostitute myself. �No, I told you. I talked to your sisters, and they seem in favor of the excavation.�
�And I told you, this isn�t a democracy.�
I shrugged. �I just don�t want to make things messy.�
He lifted my chin. �Hey. Do you like me?�
I nodded as much as I could with his hand holding my head up.
�Good. Because I like you. So why can�t we just focus on that?�
�Because things don�t exist in a vacuum.�
�Can�t we say this room does?�
His eyes were so warm, so pleading, and filled with such heart that I had to close my own to shut them out. But deprived of one sense made me all too aware of the others, of his fingers slowly stroking my jaw, of his scent enveloping me. My body wanted to wrap around his. So, I was afraid, did part of my heart.
My brain was another story. �I should��
�I know.� He withdrew, and the air around me went cold.
And then I left.
* * *
I spent the next morning talking with some neighbors that Maggie O�Connor had sent me pointers to, people whose farms bordered Kilkarten. They were lovely, interesting people, with wonderful stories, none of which included finding Iron Age artifacts on their lands�or even hearing any rumors about ancient Ireland.
I�d just wrapped up my last interview when Mike ducked his head into the library, where I�d been holding them. His brow looked tense. �There you are. Up for a run?�
�Now?�
�Now,� he said shortly. �I�ll be warming up outside until you�re ready.�
My brows rose at his curtness, but I headed for my room. It only took a few minutes before I was back downstairs, hair up in a ponytail, my Archaeologists Do It in the Dirt shirt pulled on. That made Mike groan. �Now you�re just taunting me.�
�It�s a very comfortable shirt.� I did one or two hamstring stretches before he kicked off. After a startled second I caught up to him. �Oh, hey. Thanks for waiting for me to warm up.�
�No problem.�
His strides were longer than mine, but he held back enough that I could keep up without dying. I rarely ran with other people, since I usually used the time to work through whatever issue I was dealing with, but I liked running with Mike. I liked the way our legs and breathing aligned, and how I could glance over and see his strong profile and the fine sheen on his skin whenever I wanted. I could�ve looked forever, if I wasn�t afraid of tripping.
We hit the coastal path and turned north. Stone stairs cut into the rising land, which fell away beside us in a sharp drop to the sea. Instead of the fields and long grasses to the south, we hit bushes heavy with yellow and orange flowers. They mixed with the sea air, making the oxygen fresh and bright.
The stairs brought us to a winding path at the edge of a cliff. It was barely wide enough for two abreast, and wound and bumped too much for a flat out run. Prickly yellow bushes crowded us on one side and short trees with wide leaves lined the other. I ducked my head under a low hanging branch.
When we started up a hill, I slowed. He came up beside me as our rate decreased, until we finally topped the crest and stopped by mutual agreement. Yellow flowers spread out on three sides, the blue above us skewing into gray over the water. My breaths came long and deep, and I could taste the wind in the back of my throat. I leaned my head toward the sky, cracking my shoulders as I raised my arm and circled my neck, and then fell into my stretches. �Okay. What�s up?�
He dropped into a lunge. �I�m a professional athlete. Got to stay in shape.�
I shook my head and sat down, curling my right leg as I extended my left, and bending in half at my waist to touch my forehead to the ground. �I�m not buying it.�
When I straightened, I found him watching me with that perfect crooked grin.
I raised my brows at him.
He shrugged unabashedly.
�Hmph.� In that case, he was just asking to be teased. I split my legs open and touched my forehead straight down in front of me.
Mike groaned.
I grinned as blades of grass tickled my nose, twisting my hands around my ankles. I knew starting something with Mike was a bad idea, but I wanted him so much that I didn�t mind making him want me.
I unfolded and smiled at him. He shook his head. �Are you trying to drive me crazy?�
�I shouldn�t, should I? But it�s turning out to be a lot of fun.�
He grinned at the sky. It was such a gorgeous, relaxed expression that I could feel my heart tumbling all over itself, which wasn�t a good sign. �We went to see Maggie and Paul today.�
Ah. So that was what had put him in a mood. �How was it?�
�Mom and Maggie were weird, just like they were yesterday.�
�Do you know what their deal is?�
He shrugged. �I don�t know. I don�t think they�ve even met before this week.�
�So why would they dislike each other? Do you think it�s the same thing that estranged the brothers?�
He tilted his head as he considered it. �Like maybe she�s pissed on Patrick�s behalf? I don�t know... It seems weirdly personal.�
�Aren�t you curious? Old family secrets to uncover...�
He shot me a pointed look. �Not all of us dig just for dirt.�
I raised a brow. �No, some of us dig for the reality buried beneath it.�
He studied me with those steady brown eyes. I wondered if the reason he smiled all the time was to distract people from how much he watched them.
Then the intensity felt too intimate, and I turned away. �So what else happened? Your sisters met Paul?�
He watched me a brief moment more, and then switched gears to an irritated scoff. �Yeah, and fucking Paul made a pass at Lauren.� He narrowed his eyes at me. �I told you he was bad news, didn�t I.�
I held in a laugh. �Some people don�t actually mind being flirted with.�
�Anna also said that he was hot.�
The laugh burst out. �Well, she had a point.�
Now I had Mike�s full attention. �You don�t think Paul�s hot.�
I shrugged mischievously. �Dark good looks... Has that Irish brogue.�
Mike snorted. �You�re all crazy.�
I couldn�t resist needling him a little further, even though I didn�t actually find his cousin�s angry angst that attractive. �Cam�my best friend�and I even came up with an Operation Irish Boyfriend, and I�d say Paul�s a pretty good candidate.�
�You�ve got to be kidding me.� He smirked at me. �Besides, if that�s all you�re looking for...�
Energy sizzled through me. I sucked in a deep breath and then tried to play it off casually. �You don�t have the accent.�
He faked one immediately. �Come on, love. Give a bloke a chance.�
My breath caught and my cheeks flushed, but not at the accent. No, it was Michael O�Connor calling me �love� that made my pulse race.
He scowled. �Unless you have something against redheads?�
I reached out and touched an auburn curl. �Not at all.�
He looked up at me and I realized how close we stood. I cleared my throat and stepped back. �So did you say anything when Anna mentioned Paul�s attractiveness?�
�I got in trouble because I said, �Don�t you have a boyfriend?� and she got all pissed and ran off. Apparently they broke up because I made her come to Ireland.�
I smiled up at him. He looked kind of adorable when he was worked up over his sisters. �I take it you find fault with that version of the story?�
�Lauren�s the one who insisted we come. Called me up the second Patrick kicked the bucket and demanded I call it in as a family death to Coach and we take a vacation. Besides, it�s good for Anna to be away from him.�
I raised my brows. �You ever get tired of trying to control people?�
He sat up. �Not like it ever works.�
I rolled over. �You shouldn�t, you know. With your family.�
�Thank you,� he said dryly. �For that solicited and appreciated piece of advice. And I support them, I don�t control them.�
�Even your mom? Or do you have a tendency to forget she�s the parent?�
�I�m an adult. I should contribute.�
�And let me guess. You�ve been an adult since your dad died. You don�t have to try so hard to be perfect.�
He looked out at the sea. �That�s where you�re wrong. I just left. I wasn�t perfect at all.�
So he felt like he�d abandoned them after his father�s death and tried to sooth it over with money. God, families were the worst. I plucked up a flower and tugged off its petals. �My dad used to take me to Leopards� games.�
�What?�
I scooted so I also faced the water. Above us, birds cried out, swooping and diving through the air. �He was always in such a good mood. Football was so unlike the rest of my life...where everything was quiet and tense, and if people were angry they wouldn�t talk about it. At games, guys would just beat the hell out of one another. It was very...cathartic.�
I shook my head. �I thought the game was wonderful. Dad would get so worked up. I�m sure you know. I remember�I must have been twelve, thirteen�he picked me up and whirled me around in the air. The whole stadium turned before me. That�s what I always associated football with. Magic.� Warmth.
�Do you still go with him?�
�Oh, no. It wasn�t really about us. It was really him and my brothers, and I tagged along.�
�The thing that you said wasn�t really a big deal.�
�Right.�
�I don�t believe you.�
Shocked, I turned to face him. He�d sat forward, propping his elbows on his knees, while his arms hung loosely between them. He had the same intensity as when we�d first met and he�d denied me Kilkarten, an intensity I never would�ve imagined just from seeing him on the screen. I slowly raised my gaze to his. �Why not?�
He shrugged. �You didn�t want to go home in New York. You don�t want to have a home. You�re bitter about your family.�
I stared at him, stunned. �And apparently I talk too much.�
He laughed. �So? You know all about my family. Now it�s your turn.�
What did I say to that? I took a deep breath, feeling wobbly and light. �I had a great childhood. Everything I ever needed. Everything anyone could want.�
�But...?�
I shrugged. �My brothers are great. Peter�s married and lives in DC, and Quinn travels almost as much as I do. Evan�he�s only three years older�lives in New York, though. But I always feel like I want to see them more than they want to see me.�
�But you�re clearly not happy.�
A small butterfly, with the coloring of a Monarch but different patterns, fluttered nearby, coming to rest on a purple thistle. Tiny blue dots fringed its wings. �Well. My brothers�half brothers�don�t get along with our dad. He left their mom. And he�s not easy to like�stiff and stuck up and homophobic, even though he pretends he�s not, but he and Evan barely talk anymore. But I didn�t know how non-functional we were when I was little. I just knew how happy I was at the games.�
He twisted to look at me, a thinking smile on his lips. �Do you think my family�s functional?�
I nodded. �And warm. Angry, sometimes, but at least they�re not cold. And they like you. Isn�t that what this is about? Lauren said she wanted to come here to bond. They probably just want to spend time with you, not spend your money.�
He frowned and picked a flower too. �I didn�t even know I should be worrying about Mom until Lauren pointed it out. Now I worry all the time. Is she lonely? Unhappy?�
My shoulders rose and fell. �Maybe that�s just life. No one�s happy. Maybe everything gets stale and sad.�
�What, like we�re pieces of bread? No. I don�t believe it.�
�Why not?� I thought of my parents in their big, sad house. �Especially when we push our relationships past their expiration dates.�
�What does that mean?�
�Well, you know. Love only lasts a handful of years. Like, four.�
Fierce lines creased his brow, and his gaze darkened. �That�s bullshit.�
I fell back down in the grass, the sky stretching endlessly above me. The sweet smell of the flower I�d torn up tickled my nose. �Why? It�s biological. You mate, raise young together, and then go your own ways after the kids can take care of themselves.�
�We�re not animals.�
�Well, we�re not plants.�
He frowned at me. �Okay, what about swans? They mate for life.�
�They also fly.�
He stared at me like I was insane. �So�you don�t believe relationships last past four years?�
I toyed with the grass. �Of course they do. I just don�t think we�re biologically meant for life-long monogamy.�
�My parents had the best relationship in the world.�
I shrugged as best I could from my prone position. �I�m not trying to argue. And I don�t expect you to agree with me.�
He looked offended. �But you think I�m being na�ve.�
That was awkwardly uncomfortable enough that I sat upright and cleared my throat. �I don�t think you�re na�ve. And I�m not anti-relationship. I actually think it�s a very�nice�idea, but it�s also encultured. I mean, I�m not surprised you believe in it�your community is very, uh, conservative, with traditional values��
�Nat. You�re being offensive.�
�I�m not trying to be offensive, I�m just saying, I studied anthropology��
�Which is not a golden ticket to judge people.�
�I�m not judging! I just�I�m trying to point out that you have a bias�which is normal, everyone has biases, it�s part of being human�but it�s important to recognize your bias and understand when it comes into play��
He stood. �Well, maybe part of your bias is that your parents have an unhappy marriage so you don�t believe there could actually be happy ones.�
�Below the belt.�
His gaze dropped below the belt, and I flushed when he raised his eyes again, hot and steady. I cleared my throat and looked away. �And, okay, probably a valid point.�
�So do you also not believe in love?�
I shrugged, wishing we�d never started this conversation. �I believe in oxytocin and vasopressin. I believe in attraction and attachment.�
�But you don�t believe in forever.�
I also came to my feet. The wind played with his hair and pulled tendrils of mine loose. �I believe in having a solid enough partnership that you stay with it because it�s better than being lonely and you want to be part of a solid family unit.�
�Because it�s better than being fucking lonely?�
�Mike, don�t take me out of context��
�I don�t think I am. You don�t believe in love.�
�I think people fall in love, I just don�t think it sticks. Why do you care? This should not be such a big deal.�
He massaged his shoulder like he�d filled with too much tension. �I think it�s sad.�
I prepped myself to run. �Well, maybe I�m sad, then. Let�s head back.�

Chapter Eleven

I didn�t see Mike again until early evening the next day, after I�d returned from meeting up with a historian in Cork. The woman had been very informative and interesting, and while she�d given me several new insights into the county�s history, I wasn�t sure it would be directly helpful for learning more about Ivernis.
I ran into Mike when I was heading up to my room�or more accurately, he ran into me, stepping out of the library as I passed. I halted, worried that he might still be mad at me from the night before. Instead, he grinned at me. �Gibbons.�
�What?�
�Gibbons are monogamous. And they don�t fly.�
I smiled. �I forgot gibbons. I saw a pair at some zoo in California.� They�d swung around on their long, flexible arms, playing and flirting until the female had grown bored and climbed a tree. The male had followed, trying to get her attention and generally making a nuisance of himself as she tried to get some peace. Still, after a while she�d given in and they�d gone tree swinging again. Cam and I had watched, rapt, for half an hour. �You looked that up?�
He shrugged as though it was nothing. �I look everything up. My sisters think I�m a space shot, but I�m actually very well informed.�
I raised my brows. �You can be a well-informed space shot.�
He grinned again and leaned against the wall, closing the space between us until I could feel the heat from our bodies. �Come to dinner tonight?�
�Um.� I seemed to be having trouble finding oxygen. �Okay.�
He leaned forward and my breath caught. He drew his thumb slowly over my cheekbone and my heart stuttered to a halt.
He straightened, that charming grin taunting me. �Sorry about that. You had an eyelash.� He placed his hands in his pocket and sauntered down the hall.
I had to lean against the wall to regain myself, and he�d just turned on to the stairs when I pushed upright and shouted after him. �Michael O�Connor! My eyelashes are nearly invisible!�
Only laughter answered me.
* * *
We went out to dinner at O�Malley�s, the one nice restaurant in the village center. It was half empty when we arrived, but after twenty minutes every seat was taken.
�News travels fast,� Kate said without looking up from her menu.
I had to agree. Every person craned their head our way, from a table of weathered old men in low hats and heavy jackets to a group of girls Anna�s age. Only the smallest children seemed to be clueless, crying loudly as their parents failed to pay attention to them.
It only took fifteen minutes before the first person approached, and the noise level dropped noticeably. Mike tossed me a quick smile as a middle-aged man cleared his throat beside Kate. �Mrs. O�Connor?�
She lowered the menu. �Yes.�
He tipped his hat. �I�m Eamon Murphy. Knew your husband when he was a lad.� His gaze flitted toward Mike. �You�re the image of your dad.�
Kate smiled politely. �I believe he mentioned you.�
�Good to have O�Connors back in town again. Doesn�t seem right without you.� He waited.
Kate waved toward them. �My daughters, Anna and Lauren. My eldest, Michael. And this is Michael�s friend, Natalie.�
I heard the thumps of several kicks. A foot smacked into my leg. I couldn�t tell if it had been meant for me or someone else.
�Ah, the archaeologist.� Eamon smiled, wrinkles spreading out over his leathery cheeks and brow. �I hear something�s dodgy with the excavation? You better fix that.�
This time, I was the kicker. Mike winced.
Eamon missed it, as he�d turned back to Kate. �We�ve all been very curious about you. Expected you to come back years ago.�
Kate�s fingers stiffened around her silverware. �Well. I didn�t.�
He didn�t take note of the shortness in her voice. �Lovely city, Boston. I can see why Brian wanted to visit, you know, though we always thought he would settle down here.�
I searched for something to diffuse Kate�s pained look. Anna beat me to it, speaking up in an exact mimic of her mother�s tone. �Well. He didn�t.�
Eamon chuckled, and the talk turned to more mundane things. By the time the food arrived, several other locals had edged up to our table. Everyone was very curious about Brian O�Connor�s life in America, though the curiosity was tinged with a wide array of other emotions�disapproval, excitement, disdain, hurt, vicarious interest. Kate did her best to give succinct explanations, but each time another person approached and asked, �Why didn�t he come home?� she tensed even more.
So it was a relief when we left, retreating to the inn where the only other guests in the parlor were a German couple and a family from County Meath. I figured I�d head to my room, but Kate and Lauren roped me into a game of Go Fish. I was torn, since they were probably only asking to be polite, but I couldn�t help myself. The warmth they radiated was addictive and bone-deep. Anna might be angry, Kate sad, Lauren stressed and Mike protective, but they weren�t cold. They felt warm.
I wanted to feel warm.
Mike, Lauren and I sat on the floor before the fireplace while Anna curled up against her mother on the sofa, watching as Lauren dealt out the cards. �We should see if anyone has any pictures of Dad. Aunt Maggie should.�
�Aunt Maggie?� Lauren sloppily picked up her cards. I sneaked a look. �Jesus.�
Anna sat straighter. �She is. She�s our only aunt.�
�I�m sure she has pictures.� Kate hugged her youngest to her side, her voice just shy of normal. �Of course, she�s suffering her own loss right now, so maybe we should save that for later.�
�I�d think she�d want to look at them. Because Uncle Patrick�s probably in them too, right?�
�Laur, hold your cards closer,� Mike said in a beleaguered voice, like he�d told her time and again.
�Why don�t you just not look at them?�
�Because they�re staring me in the face. Besides, Natalie�s cheating too.�
My head flew up. �That�s not true.�
Mike grinned at me. �And she lies.�
I narrowed my eyes. His danced. Anna kept talking. �Well, we�re going to her house tomorrow, aren�t we? For the month�s mind thing. We can ask.�
�We�ll see.� Kate closed her eyes as she stroked her daughter�s head. �We�ll see.�
The evening went on. Somehow I ended up in involved in an intense discussion with Lauren and Anna on Girl Scout Cookie names. I was vastly outnumbered by Bostonian fools who thought Caramel Delights was legitimate.
�Hey,� I tossed at Mike, after we figured out the difference in cookie names came from which of the two Girl Scout baking companies produced it (thus destroying a satisfying and endless argument forever), �isn�t it weird, then, that you ended up playing for the New York Leopards? Didn�t the Patriots bid on you?�
Lauren groaned. �Oh, sore subject.�
�What? They didn�t?�
Mike looked aggravated. �They did, they were just too late. What was I supposed to do?�
My mouth flapped open. �So would you rather be playing for them? Would you leave the Leopards?� I felt personally betrayed.
He laughed. �No. Not anymore. They�re my family.�
�Actually,� Anna put in from the couch, �we�re you�re family. They�re just a bunch of dudes who knock people down.�
I excused myself around nine, when Kate started yawning. Back in my room, I spent the next hour writing emails. I started with Cam and Mom, but the O�Connors� relationship made me send notes to each of my brothers. When I came back from Ireland, maybe I�d see if we could all get together for dinner.
And then a new email popped up. And I stopped breathing.
The subject line was innocuous. The sender was Dr. Henry Ceile.

Dear Ms. Sullivan,
I hope you�ve been well. I see you are in Ireland working, once more, on one of Dr. Anderson�s projects. I am about to begin excavating an Iron Age site in Ulster, and I would like to extend an invitation to join me as one of my site managers. I would be happy to meet with you and speak about this opportunity.
Best,
Dr. Henry Ceile

I was still staring at it when someone knocked on my door and it swung open. I looked up to see Mike.
�Hey,� he began, and then stopped and frowned. �You all right?�
I waved at the computer, too stunned to speak, and Mike came over to read it. �What is this? A job offer?�
�Yeah. From this guy who�s never gotten along with my advisor. He�s trying to poach me!�
Mike couldn�t smother his smile. �Are you interested?�
I almost choked on oxygen. �In working for the devil? No way.�
�Why not? You�d at least get to work on a site in your field.�
�Thank you, for reminding once again that I will never be able to excavate at Kilkarten.�
He stared at me.
I took a deep breath. �Sorry. That was uncalled for. Just�I would never betray Jeremy like that, by going to work for Ceile. That would be tantamount to saying that Jeremy�s crazy, that I agree with Ceile that Ivernis doesn�t exist. Would it make sense professionally? Sure. But�it would make me sick with myself.�
He slowly sat. �You�re still upset you�re not excavating Kilkarten.�
I let out a strangled laugh. �Of course I am. You knew that.�
�I didn�t realize how strongly you felt.� He studied me. �Are you upset with me?�
I avoided his too-clear gaze. �I don�t know. I guess my emotions about you are all tangled up.�
�But that�s the main block between us.�
I shrugged and nodded. �It�s the elephant in the room.�
�Okay. I get that. But�maybe for tonight we can forget it and just be friends.�
I nodded. �I�d like that.�
So for that night, we talked and watched Irish television. He told me about his teammates and I told him about my travels and we made mangled attempts at accents, starting with Ireland and spreading all over the world. He tore apart my fantasy team and I taught him how to write his name in ancient Greek. It was one of the best nights I�d had in a long time, and when he finally slipped out the door, I stared after him for a long, long time before falling into a deep sleep.

Chapter Twelve

When I woke, I threw on my simple black dress and blew out my hair. I left it loose and straight instead of shoving it into my habitual ponytail, and even scrounged up some eyeliner from the black hole of my messenger bag. When I finished, I could see hints of my mother in my reflection. For a moment I just stared, slightly uneasy, before attempting on a whim the look she had been particularly famous for. It was a cross between a smile and sneer, an expression of unrelenting disdain for the mere mortals that wanted her attention.
It looked so ridiculous on me that I laughed, and headed down to breakfast.
Downstairs, the O�Connor women waited in unrelenting black. Different blacks; Kate looked elegant in a sheath and pearls, Lauren looked like the dress could double for cocktail hour, while Anna�s looked kind of poufy and alternative. She didn�t have her dark eyeliner on for once, but she hadn�t given up the combat boots either.
We�d already started in on our eggs and hashbrowns when footsteps sounded in the hall. I couldn�t see him, but I could feel Mike�s presence behind me, palpable and elemental as a gust of wind or a burst of light. �Morning, everyone.� He tugged on my ponytail. �Morning, Natalie.�
Kate smiled.
I flushed. �Good morning.� I glanced up, and froze.
He�d put on a suit, his black jacket sharp, his white shirt crisp. His brilliant hair gleamed in sharp contrast. I sucked in a breath. He grinned down lazily and filched toast off my plate.
I blinked at him. �You stole my breakfast.�
He gave me one of his devastating smiles, before turning to his mother. �Wow, Mom. You look great.� He dropped into the chair beside me, angling his leg so his knee brushed mine. I tried to keep from jumping and he tugged the plate of sausages toward him.
Kate O�Connor set down her coffee mug. �Thank you, Michael. Your compliments are always so sweet and so unexpected.�
He gave her a puppy-eyed expression. �I remember flowers and cards at every holiday.�
Kate smiled. �You are always so sweet.�
�This is the problem with my family,� he said to me, sotto-voice. �They say one thing, but I suspect they actually mean two or three other things. Makes conversation very complicated.�
Kate laughed. �And doesn�t Natalie look lovely too?�
I jerked up as they all turned my way, Kate smiling a little too smugly. Mike turned his head, ever so slowly, and tilted it up and down as he took me in. I tried to fight the rising color in my cheeks. God, why didn�t he ever blush? He was the redhead.
�Yeah,� he said. �She does.�
I was almost positive both Anna and Lauren kicked their brother when he said that.
I kept stealing glances at him all through breakfast. I couldn�t seem to help myself. I was used to seeing him in jeans or in running gear, not in a formal suit. A red tie hung loosely around his neck, and I barely heard anything as he laughed, his eyes glinting, lips parting...
I placed my silverware down and practically leaped into the air. �Excuse me. I have to get my...something...from the car.�
Outside, I leaned against the warm stone of the inn, my breath rushing in and out. This was crazy. I couldn�t get involved with Mike when Kilkarten lay between us. Maybe once we were back in New York, or after his sisters decided definitively that there would never be an excavation, but when everything still hung in the air�it felt too much like emotional manipulation.
Lauren�s voice floated out, and I jerked upright and tried to look like I totally hadn�t been fantasizing about her brother. But she was nowhere. Instead, I noticed the closest window propped slightly open. Ever so stealthily, I sidled over until I stood next to it. A rose trellis got in my face and made the world smell all pink and orange and candy-like.
Lauren kept speaking. �She�s really pretty. I mean, she always looked pretty, but normal pretty. Today...�
I preened.
Kate ruined that. �You know who she reminds me of?� She paused, and I pictured her taking a long sip of coffee. �Tamara Bocharov.�
Oh, shit.
But what had I expected, putting on a dress and make-up?
I guess I hadn�t expected anything. I�d just wanted Mike to think I was pretty, due to my certifiable insanity.
Still, no one said anything. Kate sighed. �You�re all too young to remember her. That�s depressing.�
�I remember when Pluto was a planet,� Anna said.
Lauren snorted. �Barely.�
�So who was Tamara?� Mike said.
�Oh, a model back in the day. She��
�Ahh,� Anna said. �That explains why you like Natalie. I was wondering why you were hooking up with a girl who actually has a brain.�
�I told you, we�re not a couple��
�Whatever. You should just admit it. The keys to a happy family are open communication.�
�For Christ�s sake��
�Mike,� Kate said.
He groaned. I snickered, then clapped my hand over my mouth and pinched my nose shut to stifle the sound.
He groaned. �Don�t we have a memorial to go to?�
* * *
Four hundred years ago, local O�Connors and O�Malleys and Murphys painstakingly built the local church by hand, making it older than America, as Eileen�s son and grandchildren cheerfully informed us as soon as the building came into view.
Inside, light spilled across the pale wooden support beams and pews, making the whole room brighter than I�d expected. Whitewashed walls surrounded a handful of stained glass windows. I would never say it, because that would be wrong, but it looked pretty damn quaint.
People packed the pews, dressed in black and curiosity. They watched as we walked down the red carpet and sat beside Maggie and Paul.
The Irish O�Connors didn�t look so thrilled at the Americans� presence.
�Thank you for having us,� Kate said formally. �I�m sure it�s still very difficult for you.�
Maggie looked her up and down. �Well, you can�t get over someone in a month, can you?�
Kate stiffened. �Not someone you have a strong bond with, no.�
Maggie�s lips curved. �This is where we all grew up.� She gestured around the church. �Brian and Patrick and I used to skip sometimes and go smoke by the Celtic cross.�
�I know.�
Both women narrowed their eyes and looked away.
The parish priest�Father MacCarthy, whose nephew was one of the crew I�d hired�called for all our attention. I�d never heard of parishes outside of Austen novels�didn�t Edward get a parish? Or Edmund? The Mansfield Park boy, whoever he was. And the dad in North and South had one, with Richard Armitage.
By Elizabeth Gaskell, I meant. Because I definitely thought about 19th century literature based on authors, not actors.
Father MacCarthy started in on the dearly departed. I studied Kate and Maggie and the space between, maintained with stiff shoulders and pointed glares.
After the mass finished, everyone filed out and headed over to Maggie�s. Some of the locals stopped to pick up food and flowers from home on the way over, while others enveloped the O�Connors completely. People crowded the house on Blue Street to overflowing. Outside, tables had been set up, and I sat down at one, nursing a glass of lemonade.
To my surprise, Paul dropped down beside me. �Don�t want anything stronger?�
�Isn�t it too early?�
He gave a dry half smile. �It�s never too early to drink in Dundoran.�
I almost agreed with him. �What�s the story between Maggie and Kate? And the brothers, for that matter.�
He tilted his head. �You don�t know?�
I watched him carefully. Paul was interesting. If he shared stories with me, I wouldn�t attribute it to a love of gossip, but a desire to stir up trouble. �No.�
�Your boyfriend�s not very open.�
�He�s not really my boyfriend.�
He scanned me in an overtly insulting manner. �That so?�
I rolled my eyes. �Mike�s not even here to see that.�
His lips split in a sudden, genuine grin. �True.� He shrugged. �Patrick was orphaned young and had to take care of his younger brother. Too much responsibility, too little money. Then he married a woman who didn�t love him. The family farmhouse�there was a house out on Kilkarten, right?�was razed, and then he took a job as solicitor, which wasn�t bound to make him any friends, you know, and he was bitter and angry by the time he died.�
�That�s sad.�
Paul cocked his head. �Aren�t most people�s lives sad?�
Hadn�t I said the same to Mike not so long ago? I didn�t want to be as angry as Paul. �I hope not.�
We finished our drinks, and then I ducked inside for the bathroom. I passed Mike and Lauren on the way. The middle O�Connor scowled at the elder. �Anna�s eyeing the liquor cabinet with the help of her merry band of local rebels. Your turn to deal with it.�
Mike groaned. �Dammit. Where�s Mom?�
�Being interrogated by some great-uncle I�d never heard of, about Dad�s entire life. I don�t think she needs this too.�
I shot Mike a sympathetic glance and headed up the stairs.
Coming out of the bathroom, Maggie�s framed wedding picture at the end of the hall caught my attention.
They were remarkably young�well, I thought so, since they looked around my age. Maybe even younger. Did they look happy? Patrick looked�grimly triumphant. Maggie looked beautiful, if distant.
More photos, small and dark, covered the wall, and I followed them into the next room, an office with much larger prints. I remembered Anna�s request for pictures of her father, and looked for a second redheaded man. I recognized him instantly. He�d been younger than Mike when he immigrated, so he had to be younger still in these pictures. But they had the same cowlick, the same grin and jaw.
One picture, in pride of place above the mantel, featured Maggie between the boys. They were teenagers. Her long black hair swept over her shoulders as she laughed on the cab of a beat up Ford. Patrick had his arm around her shoulder. Brian curved his arm around her waist.
Oh...
�Can I help you?�
I spun around, almost slipping on the floor. Maggie O�Connor stood there, solemn and austere in her black dress. �I�m sorry. I just...� I had absolutely no excuse.
She raised her brows. �You�re nosy.�
I raised my hands apologetically. �Incurably.�
Her gaze wandered past me and landed on a round portrait. I turned to face it. Maggie was even younger there, maybe Anna�s age, her cheeks cherub round, her eyes holding dreams. �You were beautiful.� I looked up quickly. �I mean�that�s not to say��
She permitted a small smile to cross her lips, and waved away my blunder. �I still see her when I look in the mirror.� Her expression softened. �I was the most beautiful girl in Kilkarten in those days. We had such grand plans then.�
�Not anymore?�
�Can�t build castles on cobwebs.� She appraised me. �Patrick was a hard man to like, especially in the later years, and I�ll take my share of the blame. But it was a good thing he did, agreeing to let you excavate Kilkarten. I think it�s wrong of Mike to not let you do so.�
�Why didn�t your husband leave the land to you?�
She let out a heavy sigh. �I don�t know. Maybe he wanted to absolve the anger between the brothers. And I would have just left it to Mike, so. No children of my own.�
�What about Paul?�
She looked surprised, like she�d never thought of leaving the land to her other nephew. �Wouldn�t have been right. That land always belonged to the O�Connors. I�m sure Patrick didn�t want it out of the family, no matter what.� She shook her head. �We should rejoin the others.�
Back in the kitchen, I piled my plate high while watching everyone mingle. Nearby, Anna stood with crossed arms in a group of other teenagers. Lauren argued with Paul over by the bookshelves. Kate laughed out loud at something an older gentleman said.
People kept approaching me to discuss the dig. Everyone knew it wouldn�t take place, but they seemed to think that I was the person who could change that fact, and I had too much pride to blame Mike.
Well, they also liked to discuss my plate of food. One commended me on my �lively appetite.� One looked alarmed at the amount of cheese I�d taken. The third, Caitlin Riordan, whose family owned the pub, explained how excited she was for the dig and introduced her younger brother as Finn, the sullen bartender Anna kept sneaking glances at. Another, Mrs. Barry from the farm nearest Kilkarten, noted that the she�d made the scone in my mouth, and that it would be no problem for her to make up an equally delicious lunch each day for the workers�and for a small fee, of course.
Across the room, Mike smiled and nodded as strangers who�d known his father and uncle told stories about their childhoods. But while his lips stayed turned up, the muscles around his eyes stopped moving, and his hands started to shift.
When he excused himself, I followed him outside. He headed down the road for a long minute, until the laughter faded and the tiny harbor came into view.
Before him, the sea stretched flat and gray, save the metallic ripple of sun. Above, textured gunmetal blue sky and orange tinged clouds rippled out. Muddied pink and shadowy purple lined the horizon and curved coast. Mike�s hands worked at his neck, yanking the tie off. It dangled in his clenched hand, a vibrant streak of color in the softened world.
I walked closer. �Are you okay?�
He jerked and turned. An unfamiliar expression drew his brows down in stark lines, and with the sun setting his eyes were shadowed. �Didn�t I look okay?�
I hesitated, unnerved by his tone. �Not really.�
He knotted the tie around his fists as he hung his head back let out a groan and dropped it, reaching for me. The tie fluttered to the ground.
I took one of his hands and moved close, lifting my eyes to his. They were bright and unblinking. �What�s wrong?�
He shook his head and pulled me closer. He kissed me with such desperation that it scared me. I pulled back, but remained within his embrace. My hands rested on his chest. �Mike. Tell me.�
He dropped his arms and walked away. �My uncle died, that�s what. I never met him. He�s dead, and my father�s dead, and my grandparents are dead, and what the fuck am I doing?� The wind whipped his hair into a mad tangle. �This isn�t me. This hasn�t been me for ten years. I�m so fucking angry with my father, and Patrick, and all these people who know so goddamn much about �the O�Connors.��
He drove his fingers through his hair. �And I don�t know who I am here. I�ve never had to be my father�s son. And I haven�t spent this much time isolated with my mom and sisters for years.�
I had no experience with death, but I had plenty with anger and regret and family. �Then be angry. Don�t just keep it trapped.�
�What do you know about it?�
I leaned my head back. �I�m mad at my mother for not understanding me. I�m mad at my father for not understanding her. At�at myself for my general incompetence.�
�What do you mean?�
That I had let myself get swept away in Mike�s life, and Mike�s family, instead of sticking to the goal and researching Kilkarten. And I was mad at him, too, for not being able to see it my way, and then the anger turned back on myself for being so selfish. �I don�t know. I�m just not always the person I want to be.�
He tilted his chin toward the earth and cracked a small smile of self-recrimination and frustration. �I want to be the person everyone thinks I am. The charming one.� He looked up, eyes striking right into mine. �You don�t think that�s me.�
�Do you want me to?�
�No.� He folded his hands over his nose. �I want to get out of here.�
I couldn�t help with everything, but at least I knew where we could go.

Chapter Thirteen

We caught the bus back to the inn, and from there took the car Mike�s family had rented. I drove. Mike didn�t ask where we were going; he didn�t even speak, just stared out the window at the gathering dark. So I didn�t say anything either, until the road dwindled into little more than two tracks on a flat path lined by hedgerows. I pulled over to the side of the road and led him up a tiny path between two tall, full trees.
The stones came into view almost immediately, jutting out between the straw colored grasses. �There are around two hundred dolmens in Ireland, and most of them are up north. But Cork�Cork is filled with them too. Standing stones and portal tombs. Whole megalithic complexes.�
Before us, the landscape sprawled out, a majestic patchwork of rolling greens, of dark bushes and pale grasses and startlingly bright mosses. It looked endless, almost, except you could see the blaze of fire far out over the water.
Staggered stones rose out of the ground, massive boulders roughly shaped into points. We climbed a small hill and stopped before the portal tomb. A heavy, ancient capstone lay tilted across a handful of backstones, looking like it might slide off any minute and cause a small earthquake.
Mike traced a ridge in the stone. �When was it built?�
�Maybe five-thousand years ago. Older than the pyramids.� We slowly started around the monument. �I get why they believed in fairies here.� I glanced over at him. In the darkness, only his hair glinted. His strong jaw and broad shoulders made him look like he�d stepped out of the tales himself. �You�re perfect, actually.� He met my eyes, startled. �Put you in a tunic and give you a torc instead of a tie, and you could have been here for thousands of years.
�We did a unit on fairytales in seventh grade, and my project was about fairy portals. Rings of stones or mushrooms. I used to daydream about going through one. Ending up in Fairyland. Where everything was beautiful and perfect and magical.�
He reached out and planted a hand against one of the supporting boulders. And then, before I realized what he was planning, he planted his arms on the stone and swung himself onto the capstone.
I gasped and grabbed for his leg, but he evaded me easily. �Are you crazy?� My heart beat frantically as he sprawled across the stone. �You have to get off!�
�Do I?� He grinned down me. Mad, beautiful, just as a fairy king ought to be. He reached down. �Come on.�
I shook my head resolutely. �No.�
�Natalie.� A wicked gleam lit his eyes. His hand taunted me. �Now.�
And then, because I was clearly mad, too, I placed my hand in his, braced my leg and was pulled up onto the capstone. I landed half across him, and he righted me in his lap, his arms at the small of my back. His scent mingled with the summer night, grass and earth and stone. �This is very wrong.�
He laughed. �Are the fairies going to punish us?�
I wound my fingers through his hair, admiring the play of silver and fire. �You are very bad at being Irish.�
He kissed me. His hands slid along my back, pressing me closer, and his tongue met mine in a slow, perfect dance and I no longer cared what was right and who we were. Not tonight, with a dome of fast stars blazing far above us. Not here, on this portal into a different world, a different reality, one that was just us and warmth and beauty. I wanted to have him, for him to have me, to belong to each other here in this wild land on the edge of the world. So I packed my reasons for coming to Ireland away in a little box at the back of my mind, and when he lay down on the cold hard stone, I followed.
My knees landed on either side of him, my dress rucked up around my waist. I bent my body toward his, needing to be closer, to edge out the air between us until we were a seamless blend of heat. I�d never felt so urgent before, never ached with desire until I felt like my body might combust. Maybe because I�d never slept with anyone who I�d understood so entirely, inside and out, who fascinated me and drew me and pulled me apart. I�d always been so comfortable, so relaxed, like sex was just one more recreational activity that wasn�t so important one way or the other, but I wanted Mike like I�d wanted Kilkarten, and I wanted him now.
My hair fell in thick, pale waves over my shoulders, dangled down to brush his chest. He kissed me as his hand moved to the zipper of my dress. Cool night air brushed my spine, followed by the warmth of his fingers.
But. �We can�t.� I sat up, my hands planted firmly on his chest. I wanted to tear off his suit jacket, to rip off the buttons.
�Why not?� He sat up slowly, his hands holding me at the small of my back. My legs wrapped around his waist as he rose, and my hands slipped up to clutch at his shoulders. I could feel how much he wanted me, feel every hard inch moving against me as we shifted, and I let out a low moan. His lips found mine again and I pressed against him, rocking my hips forward, one hand walling down toward his waist. Pressure surrounded me, enough that I thought I might lose everything there.
Except some tiny piece of sanity made me pull my head back. �Pyramids.�
He didn�t stop kissing me. One hand twined in my hair as he angled my head back. I groaned, and his other hand slipped under my dress. His fingers slid along the curve of my leg while his thumb brushed my inner thigh. Heat shot through me as he teasingly inched his hand higher. �I dunno. Didn�t the Celts have some giant fertility festival? They�d probably cheer us on.�
�Beltane.� I pushed back as the word fertility sunk in. �No, we really do need to stop. Unless you have a condom in your wallet.� I jumped off the dolmen and looked back up.
For a minute I just stared at him, disordered and gorgeous and unworldly, but staring wasn�t enough. �Come on.�
His eyes lit and he jumped down much more gracefully, and we ran with locked hands to the truck. In a minute I had it blazing down the path, still shaking with need and at the withdrawal of his touch.
He slid his hand over my thigh, and my breath hitched, my hands tightening on the wheel. He traced the hem of my dress, and slowly, slowly pushed it up my thigh with one finger. I reached down with one hand to press his still, then hurriedly let go as the road turned. �You�ll make me crash. Um...� I tried to think. �Anything I should know? About health.�
�No, I�m good. You?�
�I am great. As long as we get to the inn alive.�
I�d barely put us into park before Mike was kissing me. We were cramped and twisted and laughing in the car seats, and then he pulled me to his side and I banged my elbow and my knee. �Ow.�
We tumbled into his room in a whirl of hands and kisses and skin. �Zipper,� I gasped between kisses.
�Turn around.�
I could barely make myself move, but I did, and instead of pulling down the metal tab, he slid his hands over my hips and pressed his lips to the juncture of my neck and shoulder. I rolled my head to the side to give him greater access, and tried to keep breathing as his tongue stroked my skin and his fingers played patterns against my lower stomach. I reached my hands up and behind so I could weave my fingers through his hair, and the motion pushed my breasts high up. He groaned and I let out a tiny huff of laugher, turning my neck and trying to reach his lips with mine. He refused to meet them, and instead traced a long line of kisses from my temple to my ear.
When he reached the sweet spot behind it, his teeth and tongue pressing and tugging, my knees buckled and I gasped, air coming in little breaks as shudders ran through me. He laughed low, and pressed his body against mine until I was caught up between him and the door. With one hand, he gathered my wrists and pressed them above my head. The wood was cool against my cheek; my breasts and pelvis strained against it as my thighs trembled. Behind me, Mike was hot and hard and strong. I leaned my head back against him, too shaken to move.
Then he pressed his lips against my shoulder and stepped back. Still, he kept my hands trapped as he slowly, slowly unzipped my dress, the fabric peeling back. �There,� he said softly, and he let go.
I turned, and he was watching me with fire in his eyes, the kind of liquid flame so strong it could burn on water. Mike O�Connor, charming, good-natured Michael O�Connor, had no masks now, no smiles except that slow, crooked one as I reached for the sleeves of my dress with studied slowness. I didn�t take my eyes off his face as I slid the fabric down, barring each centimeter of skin languidly, until the dress caught for a bare second on my breasts before falling in a wisp of black to the floor.
�God, you�re beautiful.�
And my lips rose in the most perfect smile, a smile I felt in my eyes and my head and my heart, because I believed he meant it. I�d never been able to appreciate being found beautiful without getting tangled up in thoughts of my mother and the commodification of beauty. Now, I just wanted to be beautiful for Mike. �Your turn.�
But he didn�t obey the rules. Instead, he caught me up in his arms, dragging his lips over mine. He was greedy and demanding and I responded in kind, wrapping myself around him until even the thin layer of his shirt was too much between us. I yanked at the cloth, fighting with the abominable buttons even as he unhooked my bra and slid the straps down my shoulders. And then we separated for a bare moment, long enough to turn our clothes to heaps on the floor before we tumbled into bed.
I had meant to be deliberate, a change from our desperateness on the hill. But he groaned my name and pressed his lips to mine, and then there was nothing in me but the frantic desire to be close to him, to touch him, to see the want in his eyes and know I�d inspired it. His mouth blazed hot down my neck while his thumb spiraled closer and closer to my nipple. Then his mouth replaced his hand and I groaned, arching beneath him as my whole body shuddered with desire.
I pulled at him until the full weight of his body lay against me, wonderful and strong and mine. My hands ran across his back, learning the contours of his muscles. He pressed hard against me, moving with aching, teasing slowness as I craved more.
�Get the goddamn condom,� I gasped, and he laughed, low and husky. For a moment there was cool air that didn�t belong between us, and then he drove into me, whispering my name as I cried his. I clung to him and met his rhythm, hot and wild and beautiful. And then golden sensation swept through me, and I wrapped my arms around Mike and hoped I�d never have to let him go.
* * *
I woke completely intertwined with Mike. I tried to pull away, but he towed me back. He pulled me on top of him, his eyes still closed as his mouth found mine. He kissed me deeply, possessively, and I responded, my fingers tangled in his hair, inebriated by his mouth and his body. This time we were slow and gentle as we traced each other�s contours and learned our rhythms. Afterward, I lay with my head on his chest, thinking that I was pretty hungry but that I didn�t want to move. Conundrum.
�I was thinking.�
I turned my head a little but only succeeded in seeing his jaw. It was a very nice jaw, though, so I kissed it. �About what?�
�Why do you always act so nice and cheerful to people you don�t know?�
I rolled over to face him better. �Didn�t you say you do the same, once? That you smile because it makes life easier.�
�But I�m curious about how you arrived there. Why do you to do that?�
I thought about it. �I guess it developed naturally. I smiled all the time growing up, to be polite. And then I went to college and decided I wanted to be someone else, and�I don�t know, I just found it easier to be happy, and interested, and pleasant. Because then everyone likes you.�
�Or they like who you�re presenting.�
�It didn�t make a difference to me. I didn�t really have a personality�just�obedience.�
�So you manipulated people because then everyone thought it was their idea and they still liked you. Easier than confrontations.�
I drew my knees up to my chest. �I wouldn�t have put it like that.�
He let out a breath. �I was going to go to UMass. Then I picked Notre Dame instead, because it was further away. My dad had been dead six months, and no one there knew, and I just smiled and played ball and they liked me.� He half laughed. �I didn�t have to talk for months. I just smiled.�
I traced a pattern on the comforter. �I can tell the difference in your smiles.�
He raised a brow. �You cannot.�
�Yes, I can.�
He smiled a slow, seductive smile, his eyes heavy. �Okay. So what does this one mean?�
It meant we were late down to breakfast.
* * *
We drove out to Blarney Castle with Mike�s family for the afternoon. MacCarthys built the fortress six-hundred years ago, and today tourists flocked to see the stronghold and to receive the gift of gab by kissing the bluestone block.
Which I wouldn�t do, because any stone worth kissing had usually been peed on.
We crossed grounds filled with gardens and a meandering brook before reaching the tall, rectangular keep, and then we climbed a narrow, spiraling staircase to the battlements. When we emerged, we looked over the lichen spotted, weathered stones to a view of apple green lawns and trees. To one side we could see the 19th century Blarney House, while to another we saw the brook we�d crossed and a picturesque round tower. Anna commandeered another tourist as a photographer, and positioned us all before the fields and then the Blarney Stone, which looked much like every other stone. And she kissed it of course, and then Lauren and Mike and I caved as well and hung backward over the steep drop. A gentle looking employee held me securely, his tip jar crammed with euros and pounds and dollars. The blood rushed to my head as I pressed my lips against the cool rock.
Mike raised a brow when I came back up. �Like you need more reasons to talk.�
�But now I will babble eloquently.�
Anna even managed to bully Kate into kissing it. She actually acquiesced easily enough. �I�ve already spent most of my life bending over backward for my children. Why should today be any different?�
We walked through the gardens and the rock close, where everything was named Witches Stone or Fairy Glade or Wishing Steps, and then we stopped by the stable before heading for the house tour. I leaned against the low stone wall and stared at the water and fields while Anna took pictures.
After less than a minute, footsteps padded behind me, and an easterly breeze washed his scent over me and lifted my hair. He braced his arms just as mine were and didn�t look my way. �So. Tamara Bocharov.�
When had he even�Kate had mentioned I�d looked like her yesterday. I�d completely forgotten. Had he looked it up before or after last night?
I forced a soft laugh. �If you call her a MILF, I�m going to throw up.�
He turned his head. �Why did you just do that?�
I�d thought I�d handled his discovery fairly well. �Do what?�
�Turn the source of one of your issues into bad comedy material.�
I stiffened. �I think I�m allowed to react however the hell I want to about my family.�
�Yeah, but that wasn�t your reaction, you just slapped it on so I wouldn�t see how you really felt. You know, it�s okay to talk about your family issues. I find it kind of helps.�
I turned so my back pressed against the wall and my elbows rested on it. �Really?�
He gave me the crooked grin I loved. �Don�t let it go to your head.�
I smiled apologetically. �Sorry I snapped. But I�m fine with my mom. Really.�
�Then how come you never once mentioned she spent ten years modeling all over the world?�
So, he�d done his research. Or at least read her Wikipedia page. �I�m not going to run around inserting her into conversations. That�d be awkward.�
�No, but you shouldn�t hide from it. It�s not a badge of shame.�
�Are you kidding?� I was hot and embarrassed and angry. �Of course it is.�
We stared at each other and I felt even sicker. �Don�t tell anyone I said that.�
�I won�t.�
I took a deep breath and collapsed on the swing. �How�d you know it was one of my buttons?�
His arm brushed mine. �The first time I complimented your eyes you freaked out.�
What? No. When had that happened? �No way.�
He tilted his head.
I sighed. �It�s just weird, you know? Like, she thinks what I�m doing is so weird, and she doesn�t even realize how messed up her own career and life was.�
He didn�t say anything, so I let my thoughts verbally roll out. I didn�t talk about my mother often�with my brothers, I always felt like I had to defend her, and the same with Cam, though I knew my best friend only meant to be supportive. �She grew up in this small town in Eastern Russia, where the talent scout from Paris found her when she was only fourteen. It just seems so wrong�these scouts pluck these kids, who didn�t speak any French or English, and move them to model homes in France.�
�Did she like it?�
I flipped my hand over indecisively. �If you talk to her about it, she makes it sound like the best thing in the world. But she�s the least happy person I know. I can�t imagine she was ever that happy.�
�And she wanted you to model.�
Startled, I glanced up at him. �Did I say that already?�
�You said you were a bad doll.�
�Right.� My jaw worked and then I let out a breath of old, stale anger. �I did a couple times when I was a kid.�
For a brief instant, he looked uncomfortable. �I know. I saw them.�
No way.
He ducked his head. �I have powerful Google-fu.�
I shook my head. So he�d seen me as a twelve-year-old in pastel dresses and round curls. Fine. �Did you see the ones of my mom? The Goddess series?�
He shook his head.
I pulled out my phone. It didn�t take me long to find my favorite. �Most of them were fashion shoots, but this was the one that really made her famous. Happened right after she arrived in Paris, and she just went around seeing everything.� The series was my favorite, because for the only time in her career, Tamara Bocharov looked like an actual person�overwhelmed, lost and childishly excited.
�This one�s called The Gray-Eyed Goddess.� My mother wore a white, Greek-inspired dress, her blond hair bound back to intensify her gaze. From other photos, I knew my mother was posed around the Louvre, but this one focused on her face. �They used to call her that. But what�s funny�well, kind of stupid�is that they mixed their names. No one ever called her Athena, which is what gray-eyed meant. When they gave her a name it was always Aphrodite, Goddess of Love. Which was appropriate.
�I always thought that if I had to pick a Greek goddess to share attributes, I would be Athena. Wisdom and war. I understand that much more than love or Artemis and her hunting, or Hera, devoted to marriage and children.�
�Wisdom and war...� he repeated. �What about your dad?�
I�d laughed before, the few times I�d told this story, but it struck me now that I didn�t really find it funny. Just sad. �He was her lawyer. Turned out a contact lens company had been using her image illegally for years, so she sued.�
He studied me. �I�m guessing they didn�t just fall madly in love.�
I shrugged and examined the silver around Mom�s pupil, which faded into dark, crushed charcoal. �She was young and beautiful. He was older and successful. Tale as old as time.�
�Real beast?�
I snorted real laughter. �Married one too.�
�That sucks.�
�Ah, well.� I looked down at the picture for a long moment.
Mike didn�t move. Behind us, bursts of laughter spilled from tourists and cameras flashed brightly.
�I�m always so angry whenever I�m with them,� I finally said. �But the rest of the time, I worry. Isn�t that ridiculous? I think my father thinks my mother is silly and petty, and Mom thinks he�s abrasive and uncaring, and I kind of think they�re both right. And I shouldn�t worry, because it�s none of my business, and if they get divorced, wouldn�t that be a good thing if it�s what they want?
�My mother just emailed and said one of those reality shows offered her a judging position. But not all those shows are nice, so I worry she�s being exploited and they�ll make fun of her. And if Dad found out he�d be furious.�
�Would it make her happy?�
I turned around again, back to the serene water and gentle waving trees. �Is that what we�re supposed to base our decisions off of? What makes us happy?�
Mike caught my arm and turned me slightly, and then he smiled the crooked smile, my smile, and it said, you would make me happy.
And so I kissed him, and he kissed me, and I was happy.
�Natalie! Mike!�
We broke apart and found Anna waving at us. �Come on, we�re headed to the house!�
�Oh my God,� I muttered as she ran after the others. �I can�t believe she saw that.� Then I scowled. �I can�t believe she�d didn�t look the least bit surprised.�

Chapter Fourteen

After touring the house, we walked down to the lake, and later stopped in Cork at a Mexican restaurant Lauren had found online. We still returned to Dundoran by eight, since Anna had plans with a cohort of names the rest of us couldn�t remember.
The next week was an endless stretch of happiness. In the mornings and afternoons, I talked to locals about the surrounding land, visited nearby libraries and town halls and read newspapers and local publications. In the evenings, the O�Connor family took me in, and we�d either hang out at the inn or meet up with acquaintances or thrice removed relations in Dundoran.
And the nights, I spent with Mike.
That Friday, I met with Mrs. Harrington from three towns over when she was visiting her sister in Dundoran. She told me an incredibly exciting story about artifacts from fifteen hundred years ago that she�d found on their land. I was still bouncing when I went to meet Mike and Lauren, despite the sudden summer thunderstorm. I ran through the village to the pub, clutching my precious notebook close so no ink would be smeared or paper ruined by the rain. I shook myself off when I went inside.
People packed the pub. A band had set up shop in one corner and played traditional Irish music, and a handful of tables had been pushed aside to make room for dancing. I made my way over to Mike, and he handed me a Guinness.
What a coincidence. I had just been in a mood for more Guinness.
We ended up squished at a table with Lauren and Paul. Mike scowled at his cousin. �Don�t you have any other friends?�
Paul took a swig of his pint. �You think I want to be hanging about with a bunch of culchies?�
We didn�t need an Irish-to-American dictionary to know that Paul was being derisive; he alternated insulting adjectives with great fluidity. I actually considered it a form of language immersion.
Mike leaned forward. �So why are you still here?�
Paul�s eyes slid in Lauren�s direction for the briefest second, and he shrugged. �Someone�s got to see Aunt Maggie sorted. Knew you weren�t up to it.�
A muscle in Mike�s jaw ticked. �Look, Connelly��
�So!� I said brightly. �Who wants to hear what I learned today!�
They all reluctantly turned to face me.
I launched into my story about Mrs. Harrington�s discovery. It had taken place ten years ago when they were making the basement for their new house, but still.
Mike frowned thoughtfully. �So what about all the other layers? If you�re going straight to Iron Age, what happens to the rest of time?�
It made me happy that he�d asked that, like he was an intelligent undergrad in my Intro to Archaeology class. �Well, that�s the big question, isn�t it?�
�Huh?�
I smiled and switched into lecture-lite mode. �The thing about archaeology is its destructiveness. You can�t repeat an excavation and see if you get the same results. You can�t go back and check the positioning of the bricks and stones you�ve already pulled up. We map and take pictures of every single layer�God, how we map�but you�re right. Here, I want to get to the first century, and that means I might be tearing up footprints from medieval manors or twentieth century farmhouses.�
I paused. �I don�t think there�s going to be a ton of really important artifacts. I mean, sure, if we come across a cist burial, that�s going to be an issue. But I�m betting this land has been farmland since the beginning, and the things we do dig through aren�t going to be unlike what you�d find if you excavated anywhere else in the area around us.�
Lauren frowned. �How do you even know where to dig?�
I nodded. �It�s impossible to actually pinpoint the harbor, since there�s so many possible points. Luckily, a coastal survey took core samples of the area three years ago, so we do know there was saline water here two thousand years ago. There�s also, interestingly, a dolmen�that�s a portal tomb, you know, the giant rocks marking burial sites�that is oddly far away from water, which supports water being here, which is why I believe the harbor city is so far inland. I think there was a tributary that silted up.
�But since the area�s so large, I�m bringing in a specialist to do an electrical resistivity survey first, which should tell us if there�s any large structures buried. Hopefully I�ll find quays, or�this is what I really want�a sunken ship. If there�s nothing found that way, we�re going to open units using a systematic sampling, and I�m sure that will find something. It has to.�
Mike regarded me with an unhappy expression. Shoot, I�d gone too far into grad mode. Time to rein it in and act like a normal human.
�Natalie.�
�Yeah?�
�But you�re not going to dig there.�
�Oh, right.� I flushed. �I know that. I just got a little carried away.�
Paul�s eyes narrowed at Mike. �Do you derive some twisted pleasure in parading around as the prodigal son, even as you cut off the village�s chance of bringing in major money?�
Mike looked outraged. �It�s none of your business what I do with my land.�
Paul leaned forward. �Of course it�s not. Of course it should be left up to a bunch of Yanks to decide what to do with a place they�d never seen and they�ll never see again.�
�This is my family��
�But not your country, mate��
Lauren slammed her hands on the table. �Will both of you just shut up?�
The mellow tenor and bass of the singers swung out into our small corner of silence. �No, nay never, no more...�
I took a deep breath in the long, tense stillness. �I just love this song!�
Paul flashed a blazing smile at me that was clearly really intended for the other two members of our party to notice. �Want to dance?�
I stole a glance at Mike as I whirled my finger at my chest. �Me?�
Paul smiled. �Won�t be the same as salsa in Ecuador or dancing at one of the super-clubs, but we have better music here.�
I laughed. �Yeah, well, I�m awful at salsa and can�t stand house music, so this sounds like a great alternative.�
Mike stood up abruptly. �I�ll dance with you.�
I shrugged at Paul as Mike wrapped his fingers around mine and marched us onto the dance floor. A handful of other couples swayed back and forth; no grinding to be seen here, not where everyone knew everyone else�s parents. I draped my hand over Mike�s shoulders and breathed in the woodsy aroma. �What a sweet way to ask me to dance.�
�You didn�t want to dance with him.�
I couldn�t help it. A smile burst out of me and I reached out to touch his cheek. �Aw, cute. He made you jealous.�
He glared at me. �I am not jealous of Paul and the chip on his shoulder.�
I tried to wipe the amusement off my face. �Right. No. My mistake.�
Beyond Mike�s shoulder, I could see Paul turning to Lauren, a sly smile on his face. Whoa. He had totally just out manipulated all of us. Respect bloomed. �I think he just did that so he could get you out of the way before asking Lauren.�
�What?� Mike stopped dancing and spun me around so he could face the two of them.
I laughed even as I stumbled. �What did you think would happen?�
His head tilted as he scanned the crowd. �Where did they go?�
�Calm down. Your sister is a big girl. I�m sure she can handle herself.�
He scowled at me. �You worry too much about some things and not enough about others.�
I smiled and leaned my head against his chest. �Maybe.�
The two men started in on �Whiskey on the Jar,� an old Irish song that had somehow ended up in my music collection as a fifteen year old. Probably from my dad�s Thin Lizzy CD. Warmth seeped into me, followed by a slow tide of comfort and safety. I felt the solidness of Mike�s chest before me and the strength of the arms that encircled me, and I wanted to stay wrapped away with him, just like this, forever.
His words sounded like they�d come from far away. �You know what�s strange? You could have come here all by yourself. You have met the village, and seen the gravestones, and Kilkarten, and the cliff top on the coastal path. And I never would have.�
I stared up at him. In my mind, my heart, Mike had become utterly entwined with Kilkarten. He was right, though. If Patrick hadn�t died, Mike and I would never have met.
I couldn�t imagine being here without Mike.
And for the first time, I truly regretted Patrick�s passing. Not because I wished I�d never met Mike, but because I was so, so happy I had. Gratitude and guilt stirred within me. How many other ways it could have gone. I could have been three seasons into an excavation before Mike came to Ireland. What would that have been like? Would I have liked him so much then? If I hadn�t needed him to sign the papers and he hadn�t distrusted me and his friend Rachael hadn�t liked to matchmake, we could have met like two ordinary people and grabbed a drink in a bar. I bet it would have been wonderful�we had the same sense of humor, the same mentality about life�we ran on the same frequency.
But maybe we would have had our drinks and our fun and gone our separate ways after a while, passing with smiling masks like shallow and pleasant neighbors, who never bothered to see past the veneer. We never would have torn off those masks and opened old wounds if we hadn�t been forced.
We danced through three more songs, until I spotted Kate, sitting at a table with Maggie and several other adults.
�It has to be weird for her.�
�Hmm?�
�Your mom. All these people she doesn�t know, but who knew her husband before she did. Like meeting characters out of a fairytale. They weren�t supposed to exist.� I slowed to a stop. �You should ask her to dance.�
�You don�t mind?�
I smiled. �I can always ask Paul.�
He narrowed his eyes. �You�re hilarious.�
I laughed and handed him off to his mother, whose face lit up. I dropped down at the bar next to Lauren, whose hair poofed out like a cartoon character�s. �I thought you were dancing with Paul.�
She snickered and took a sip of her drink. �Yeah. Verbally. Mentally. Think he hates all of us.� She thumped her beer down on the counter and looked directly at me. �But I like you. You�re good for Mike.�
Was I?
�But he�s still sometimes too much, you know? Like earlier. It�s not his land. So I was thinking.�
A touch of unease crawled up my spine. I turned so I could see Mike. He was smiling at his mother, and I saw her laugh. I wasn�t sure I�d ever seen Kate O�Connor laugh. �Oh?�
�I was thinking... You can dig Kilkarten.�
A thousand needles pricked my body and I swung back in her direction. �Wait, what?�
�Anna and I talked it over. If there�s some lost city there, we want it uncovered.�
I gaped at her. �But... I thought it wasn�t a democracy.�
One of her brow�s winged up. �What is that supposed to mean?�
�Just... Have you talked to Mike? I thought all three of you had to agree.�
�Oh, yeah, that. Well, it is a democracy. It�s not Mike�s decision.�
My heart seemed to be pounding at twice its normal pace. �You can�t make him sign.�
She smiled. �Oh, yes, I can.� She raised an arm and hollered over the pub�s noise. �Mike! Get over here!�
My head whirled even as every second passed in slow motion. I charted Mike�s path toward us with each step he took.
Lauren and Anna wanted me to excavate Kilkarten.
I could see the whole future spread out, a future I�d turned off months ago when Mike first refused to sign. I could see the dig, the discovery, the report. The articles in journals, the news segment I�d dreamed up for mainstream media.
And then I heard Mike�s voice in my head, saying he would never let me excavate Kilkarten, because of �personal reasons.�
Now the real Mike stopped before us, beer in hand, smile on his face. His gaze kept touching mine. �What�s up?�
I placed my hand on Lauren�s arm. My voice came out faint. �Lauren, I�m not sure this is a good idea.�
Mike looked back and forth between us. �What�s not a good idea?�
Lauren pushed off her bar stool. �Natalie�s excavating Kilkarten.�
Mike swung a surprised look my way. �No, she isn�t.�
Lauren crossed her arms. �Yeah. She is.�
Mike looked at me. �What�s she talking about? You can�t dig.�
�That�s right.� My head felt like it was floating off. �You said that. But I don�t know why not.�
He stared at me. �Because.�
I beseeched him with my gaze. Because why?
Lauren�s voice was unyielding. �Mike, you�ve been saying �because� since I was fifteen. It�s not going to cut it anymore.�
�Dammit, Lauren!�
Several people looked our way. Anna caught sight of us and hurried over. �What�s going on?�
Mike�s jaw and fists clenched. �I�m not having this conversation here.� He turned and walked out the door.
Lauren�s mouth fell open and then tightened into a white line, and she strode after her brother with clenched fists. Wide-eyed Anna followed in her wake.
I hesitated a moment before also pushing out through the heavy wooden door. While the pub stayed brightly lit, mist hung throughout the rest of the village, and when we stepped onto the path leading back to the inn, the white fog faded out the swaying cypresses and the sea. Goosebumps rose on my exposed skin.
Ahead of me, Lauren caught up with her brother�s longer strides. �You can�t just walk away from this conversation.�
He stopped abruptly and turned back on her, crossing his arms. �It�s not going to happen.�
Lauren mirrored him. �Oh, yes it is.�
�It�s not your choice to make.�
She scoffed. �And who made it yours? Or do you think you have more sway than the two of us? Because I�m pretty sure Anna and I are also on the deed.�
�Nothing happens to the land unless all three of us agree.�
�Or unless we vote.�
Mike�s voice shot up. �This isn�t a fucking democracy!�
Lauren�s fury matched her brother�s. �Yeah? I don�t know why you think your say carries more weight in this family than mine and Anna�s. You�re barely even here. You don�t know what this family is��
Mike�s eyes narrowed into slits. �I have always been there for you.�
�What, with money? Since when is that a cure all? Can you plaster green paper over broken hearts or use it for company? Do enough zeroes cure loneliness, or keep your sister in school, or your mother from depression?�
Mike spun around. �I did what I had to do to keep us going! Where were you when Dad died? Were you making arrangements and comforting Mom and finding out about gravestones and life insurance? No, you were crying in your room!�
Her eyes widened and her face turned splotchy. �You still want credit from ten years ago? I was fourteen!�
My head whipped back and forth as they shouted, but at this point Lauren stormed off. Anna stopped long enough to hiss �Good fucking job� at her brother, before running after Lauren.
We stood alone on the hill. �I�m sorry.� The fog swallowed my words, and I tried again. �I�m sorry. I�I didn�t realize this would happen.
He said nothing.
�So...what happens now?�
He turned to me with a twisted smile. �Why? Want to know if your dig�s actually going through?�
�Mike.� I took a step closer. �That�s not what I meant.�
He took a deep breath and pushed his hands through his hair. �I don�t know. Do I screw up our family forever by refusing to allow the excavation? Or do I sign, and then risk...�
�Risk what?� I asked, when he didn�t go on. �Mike, what�s so wrong with digging at Kilkarten?�
He pinched the skin between his fingers, furrowed his brow and breathed out. His lips parted as he began to say something. I held my breath.
And then he paused and the wrinkles on his forehead disappeared. His eyes widened and focused on me. �There�s one other way.�
I shook my head, not following him.
�You could tell Lauren you�re no longer interested. Then it doesn�t matter whether I sign or not.�
My stomach fell away. �But�then I have no chance at excavating Kilkarten.�
�You never had a chance at it.�
�No, I didn�t, not in the beginning�but now I do.�
We faced off, that awful truth between us.
His jaw tightened. �And if I said I wouldn�t sign? That you�re still not going to excavate, so it doesn�t matter one way or the other?�
�But that�s the thing.� My voice floated out, and I felt like the words and thoughts were detached from me emotionally. �You would sign. Because you don�t want your family to hate you.�
He took a step forward. �Do you want to put me in that position?�
I shook my head slowly, feeling like I was in a dream. Or a nightmare. �No. But that was always the reason. That was always why I came to Ireland.�
�Natalie��
�Don�t.� I took a step back and my hands came up. �Just�I need to think. I just need a minute to think.�
So for the first time since that night that at the dolmen, we slept in our own rooms. Or didn�t sleep. Instead, I tossed and turned for hours. After midnight, Mike knocked. I sat up, gathering the blankets to me and shivering. The moon hung low and large in the sky. I didn�t answer.
Instead, I lay back down in the dark and watched the moonlight slide across the ceiling. My heart didn�t stop beating. I thought about writing to Jeremy or Skyping Cam or my mom, but this had to be my decision.
I just had no idea what the right choice would be.
I didn�t know how you made that decision.
* * *
I felt like I�d barely closed my eyes before I was awake again.
I still didn�t have an answer, but I knocked on Mike�s door anyway. I needed to talk to him about this. Or at least see him.
But he didn�t answer. I didn�t find him downstairs, either. So I pulled on my running gear, ran through my stretches and headed outside. The mist hung over the hills, fading out the swaying Cypresses and the sea, and raising goosebumps on my arms and bare legs. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the fresh, grassy air, and started jogging. I�d be warm soon.
But I�d barely started when I saw a figure obscured by the fog.
It was Lauren, coming in from the path to the village. She still wore last night�s black dress, her hair piled up in a messy bun. My mouth parted. �Oh.�
She flushed furiously and lifted her chin. �I was out for a walk.�
Hey, if that was her story I wouldn�t challenge it. �Sure. I�m just...going for a run.�
I couldn�t help it. My mouth quirked and a snort slipped out.
She scowled at me. �What?�
I shook my head.
She jutted out her chin. �Go on, ask.�
I didn�t really need to ask. �You slept with Paul last night?�
She stared at me, and then she laughed until she pressed her hand to her head. �Yes.� She fished a clip from her purse and put up her curls. �It�s not that weird, is it?�
�No. I mean...you�re not that related.�
�Oh, God.�
I smiled wryly.
She let out a breath. �So, did Mike calm down?�
�Um. That�s something we�ll probably have to talk about later. I haven�t really talked to him since last night.�
She made a face. �I sort of forgot that this might, uh, have ramifications for you too.�
She didn�t know the half of it.
Actually, maybe she did. His whole family seemed to think we were a thing. �Hey�I just wanted to say, Mike really does care about all of you. And I don�t think it�s fair to say he isn�t trying, because he loves you all.�
�How can you defend him after you just�figuratively�stuck a knife in his back?�
Now, that was a bad analogy. Much too strong. Besides� �You were standing right there, Longinus.�
�What?�
�Um. Longinus? One of Brutus�s co-conspirers. Helped him assassinate Julius Caesar?�
She snorted, and then it dissolved into helpless laughed. �I�m surrounded by crazy people.�
They didn�t let you into grad school unless you were crazy. �I guess, because even though I�m, um, clearly in Mike�s bad grace�s right now�I really like him.�
Lauren shook her head. �You�re even more screwed than I am.�
�Trust me.� I stared out at the hills. �I know.�
* * *
When I came to the coast, I stopped. I stared out at the water, watching the waves roll in from the south, white crests so far below they appeared as pencil lines. I could understand where the fair folk came from when I stood here, in a small corner of the world where humans seemed foreign and strange and unnecessary. I closed my eyes, breathing in the salt and sea, the coolness of rain on the way and freshness of wind combing through the grasses.
I needed to let it all go.
�Nice view.�
I spun around. Mike stood there in running shorts and a Notre Dame sweatshirt. My chest spiked and swooped, unprepared and defenseless, and the raw emotion jolted straight through my body. My voice came out uneven. �I thought I might find you here.�
He fit here, in this wild place. This man who played by rules and regulations, who wore the same outfit as dozens of others, who was almost indistinguishable on the field with his gleaming hair hidden away. Here, he looked like an elemental part of the landscape.
He shrugged and walked up to the edge of the bluff.
I could have Kilkarten. Mike would sign, I knew he would. I could have everything I�d worked for these past six years. I could have Ivernis.
He was asking me to choose him over Kilkarten.
How could I choose him over my work?
My chest felt light and heavy all at once. A bubble formed inside it, too much oxygen, and my blood raced until my skin tingled and my thoughts flew in every direction. I tried to keep my breathing from escalating, but instead ended up taking lots of short, quick breaths.
I could hear the rush of the ocean, but it didn�t drown out his slow, steady footsteps behind me. I closed my eyes and breathed in the salt and earth. I licked my lips. �Okay.�
�What?�
I forced myself to turn, and I spread my hands. The wind whipped his hair into a maddened mess, and his eyes shone like polished bronze.
I swallowed. I felt sick and hollow. �Okay. I...withdraw my request.� It took everything in me to say that, and even so, a large part of me wanted to suck the words back in, to disavow them.
He searched my eyes. For once, there was no mask at all, no charm or stone, just a strange vulnerability. �Really?�
I nodded, hands squeezing my opposite elbows as I hugged my arms to myself. �I promise.�
He closed his eyes and seemed to expel all the worry and tension in his body. �Thank you.�
I nodded.
He looked back at me. �Why?�
�Why?� I repeated.
�You�re right. I would have signed. So why�d you give it up?�
I shrugged. �I, um. I thought I was choosing between Ivernis and you. And I could never choose a guy over my career. Over something I�d worked on for so long. Over what made me me. Because I wouldn�t want a man to somehow define me more than I defined myself.�
Before us, the waves crashed, a low, dull roar. Above, gulls screeched in a sharp counterpoint, swooped in and out of the moving fog. �But that�s not what the choice was. It wasn�t about me. It was about�being a good person. Being a good friend. And�I don�t know, I guess I thought about the pain. The pain you�d suffer versus the pain other people suffer if this went through. And if it doesn�t, my pain, Jeremy�s pain�yes, it will be personal, but it will be personal about a thing. A place. Not a loved one. And it will affect our professions�but not our families.� I shrugged and tried to swallow, but the soreness and tightness of my throat made it difficult. �And I don�t want to be a bad person.�
He looked at me for a long time, his hands shoved in his pockets, and then he nodded. �Okay. I have a story to tell you.�
I cracked a grin. �Once upon a time?�
He took a deep breath. �I think there are guns buried on Kilkarten.�
My stomach convulsed and I twisted to see him. �What?�
�During the Troubles. There were guns kept there for the nationalist movement.�
No, the words still weren�t making much sense. �The�what, like the IRA?� Weren�t the Troubles about Northern Ireland, whether they were part of the UK or the Republic of Ireland? Protestants vs. Catholics? What did that have to do with farmers in western Cork?
�No.� He rolled over, too, and gripped my hand hard enough to hurt. �God, no. He just...supported a united Ireland.�
�He.� It started to sink in. �You think your dad buried guns on Kilkarten?�
�I don�t know. I just�� He closed his eyes. �He never talked about it. You know how some people want to tell you every last detail of their lives? Not my dad. He�d tell you about his childhood, and about moving to Boston, but there were two or three years in the early eighties that he never mentioned. Like they didn�t exist.
�And then one year, when I was ten, I heard him and my mom talking. About Irish nationalism. About supporting the cause. About being young. And about Kilkarten. About ruining Kilkarten, and wishing he could take it back.
�Later on, after he died, I would ask my mom about it, and she�d just shake her head and say he didn�t like to talk about those years. And I just kept thinking...� He shook his head.
Good God. �And you thought he smuggled weapons in to the nationalists.�
�How else could he ruin the land? Why else would he leave Ireland and never come back?�
�Have you asked your mother? I mean, straight out said what you�re thinking.�
He just looked at me.
My overactive imagination raced across a hundred miles and thirty years. Because didn�t all those groups get their weapons from connections in other countries? I gaped at him. �No.�
He covered his eyes with one arm. �I don�t know.�
I sat up and tugged at his arm. �Come on. Your mom did not smuggle weapons into Ireland to support the nationalist movement. She said she met your dad in Boston.�
He allowed his arm to move. �What if she lied?�
I laughed slightly maniacally. �So you�re trying to protect, what, your sisters from the knowledge, and your mom from the repercussions if she was involved? There has to be a statute of limitations.� I shook my head. �No. No, this is just our imaginations running wild. This doesn�t happen in real life.�
�You�re searching for a lost city based on an ancient map and scribblings in manuscripts.�
Point taken.
�Let�s leave it now, okay? Now you know.�
�Mike... Why�d you tell me?�
�I don�t know. He shrugged. �Because I wanted you to know. Because telling you things�it makes them more bearable. It makes the weight go away.�
I leaned over and kissed him. His hand tangled in my hair as he pulled me down for a thorough exploration that sent longing spiraling through my body until I was weak and melting against him. His hands slid over my skin, blazing heat everywhere they touched.
I pulled away and leaned my forehead against his. Both of us breathed heavily. �Do you know what would really make the weight go away?�
�Mmm?� His thumb dragged against my lower lip. He leaned closer, but I pulled away.
�Talking to your mom.�

Chapter Fifteen

When we returned to the inn Mike headed straight for Kate�s room. I didn�t expect her to be there, but she was, sitting at her desk before her computer.
�Mom. Can I talk to you?�
Kate�s face swiveled back and forth between the two of us. �What�s going on?�
I touched Mike�s arm softly. �I can go.�
�No.� Instead, he shut the door. �I wanted to talk about Kilkarten.�
I had said almost the same thing to him, long ago.
�Of course.� She glanced at me curiously, and then back. �What about?�
He took a deep breath, his gaze flicking briefly at me. For some reason, I reached out and took his hand.
He squeezed it like a lifeline, and looked back at his mother. �When I was ten I heard you talking to Dad about Kilkarten. It was an�an unpleasant conversation. About him being involved with nationalists. About Kilkarten being used for that. So I wanted to know if you knew�or had any reason to think�that there are any weapons buried on the land.�
�What?� Her face paled until only the red stain on her lips stood out, a macabre representation of life and love. �Weapons? On Kilkarten? No!�
I could feel the change in Mike. He�d been braced for revelation, for confirmation, but never imagined his mother would stare at him like he�d spoken in tongues. �What?�
�Michael, there�s nothing buried there.�
�But�� He stared at me wildly. �But he was so upset. You were crying. He said he�d been part of a rebellious group and that Kilkarten had been sacrificed for it.�
�Michael. Oh, honey. That conversation was never about guns.� She stood and came around and hovered before him, like she wanted to embrace him or touch his face but wasn�t sure how. Then her eyes widened, and she looked back and forth between us. �Is that why you didn�t want the excavation to go through? Because you thought there was something buried there?�
He stared. �There�s no statute of limitations for treason.�
She sat back down�more of a collapse into her hair. �How long have you thought this? Why didn�t you ask me? Why didn�t you talk to me?�
�I was trying to protect you.�
�But, Mike. Oh, honey.� I could see the agony etched in each line of her face, and every line looked deeper today. �I am my own person. You cannot try to protect me. That�s not your role.� She shook her head. �You can�t just steamroll everyone else. It�s because you�ve always kept everything bottled up inside so much. I never taught you how to let it out.�
�What are you talking about?�
�After your father died. You just seemed like you were coping, and the girls and I were such a mess and it was too late that I realized you weren�t all right, that you never mourned��
�Mom!� He jumped up, his hands fisting. �I am fine. I was fine.�
�No, you�re not.� She ran a manicured hand down the side of her face, over closed eyes.
He shook his head, hair flying everywhere. Bewilderment and anger and hurt fought for control of his features. �What, just because I tried to save our family?�
�Because you never let your family in. Why didn�t you talk to me about this? Or with Lauren?�
He sucked in a deep breath. �I don�t know.�
�Oh, honey.�
He stared at her, and then grabbed my hand. �Come on.�
I stumbled. �Where��
Behind us, Kate�s worried voice piped up. �Michael, don�t leave��
He didn�t turn. �Sorry, Mom. I need to think.�
We didn�t speak until we walked up the stairs, and he held open the door to his room and I hesitated. �I wasn�t sure if you wanted�Because I slept in my own room last night.�
His eyes widened, and then he nodded. �Right. Not a problem.� He walked through and let the door close behind him.
I stood there for half a second, and then banged on in. I might have imagined it, but I thought he looked at me with relief. I offered a hesitant smile. �So, on a positive note, no guns.�
He dropped onto the bed. �I�m such a fucking idiot.�
�What? No. You were a kid. You misheard a conversation. It happens.�
�My mom thinks I�m insane.�
I shrugged. �So does mine.�
He rolled an arm out. �Come lie down with me.�
I happily obliged, curling against his side on top of the floral quilt. But I didn�t stop with my listing. �Hey, I had an idea.�
�A brilliant one, no doubt.�
�I was going to hire someone to do a survey about substructures on Kilkarten. Why don�t we have someone come down and do one to see if they find any weapons? Just so you know for sure.�
Mike grinned at me. �And just in case you happen to see your lost city, right?�
I rolled my eyes. �Okay, look. That is not the primary purpose. But if there happens to not be any weapons, and there does happen to be, say, a quay, wouldn�t that all just be wonderful?�
He was silent a long, long moment. Then he sat up and spoke with absolute certainty. �All right. Get me the contract.�
It took a moment for his words to make sense. �The contract?�
�Consider it a second positive note.�
I tucked my legs underneath me and stared at him. �Are you serious?�
He laughed a little. �Yeah.�
He�d rendered me speechless, at least for a minute. �Thank you.�
And I had my permission to dig at Kilkarten.
So I wrote to Dr. Sam Gregory, the Dublin specialist I�d always meant to contact for the electrical resistivity survey. He came down on Wednesday. He brought two assistants, grad students my age, and we spent three afternoons walking over Kilkarten, staking the land with metal probes and taking readings of the voltage. The survey created a map that showed the resistivity of the land. If we had any large, subsurface features, they�d show up.
Not much showed up.
I�d hoped for a very obvious footprint of a ship, but nothing indicated that strongly. There were some areas that looked promising enough to dig units there, but not what I�d been hoping for. The entire northwestern quadrant of the site was impenetrable by radar because the soil was too dense, so that was a waste.
It would be fine, I was sure. I�d just sort of wanted Jeremy to arrive and to be able to say, �Look! Here it is! I found Ivernis!�
However, I had good news for Mike. �Oh, hey,� I said as we lay out on the grass, and his head rested in my lap. �No weapons.�
He kept shaking his head, amazed. �I don�t understand. This was the defining trauma of most of my life. How can it not exist? Did we just miss them?�
�I don�t know, it�s possible. We seemed to have missed my harbor.�
He laughed and turned his face against my thigh. �What am I going to do without you this week?�
My hand froze on the top of his head. �Um. What? Why will you be without me?�
He stared up at me guilelessly. �I told you. I�m going to London for a charity event this week.�
I scowled down at him. �You most certainly did not tell me.�
He looked surprised. �Oh. Well, I am.�
�Hmph.�
I wasn�t exactly pleased, but at least I had no trouble keeping busy. I had to organize the crew, and gather all my tools. One day I went with Amanda O�Rourke to a folk festival several towns over, and Maggie had me over for dinner with her and Paul. Everyone was very sweet about my boyfriend leaving me for a week. Especially when I sat in the pub and scowled at the wall. At least three different people bought me drinks. As I finished off my last, O�Malley from the restaurant, Tim O�Brien and Eamon Murphy came over, wide grins on their faces.
�We hear he�s quite the athlete, your man. He any good at hurling?�
�Don�t know.� I took a swig and widened my eyes. �He plays football, actually.�
�Does he now? And how is he then?�
They couldn�t have been genuine. I bet they thought they were laying a trap. It made me smile for the first time all day. �He�s a professional, if you�d believe it.�
�Isn�t that a surprise? Charlie, did you hear that? Mike O�Connor plays football. You should have him in your next match.�
Charlie, a young man with gleaming blue eyes, looked back at me with unintentionally complicit glee. �That so?�
I widened my eyes. �It is so.�
We parted with mutual pleasure at binding poor Mike into a soccer game.
I also went into Cork to rent a truck. I had never rented one in my life. I wasn�t even sure if it was legal. Didn�t you have to be twenty-five? Or maybe you just have to pay ridiculous fees under twenty-five? I didn�t know. I lived in the city and barely ever drove.
I needed a truck; something that would carry the archaeologists and crew around, and fit our shovels and pick axes and buckets in the back. In Ecuador, we used to cram in ten people. Our shoulders and knees overlapped while the wind slapped our faces. We clutched the sides and laughed hysterically at each bump.
Which worked great, on the Pan-American. These little Irish roads looked far too narrow for an actual truck.
I managed to make it over to the hardware store without dying. It was much cheaper to buy local than to ship supplies over, and I�d already done my research and figured out where to shop for screens and tools. By the time Jeremy arrived, I�d have everything in perfect shape.
Theoretically.
Next, I set up a meeting with the local crew hires. In the pub, of course, no surprise there. They�d already congregated in the back half of the pub when I arrived on Saturday. They laughed loudly, foam clinging to the sides of their pints. I lifted a hand and smiled, and headed first for the bar and Finn. �Can I have a dozen pints of Guinness?�
�That�s a lot of alcohol.�
Startled, I took in Anna to my left. �Hey. What are you up to?�
Anna finished off her clear liquid. �Day drinking.�
I raised my brows and examined her glass. �Sounds like a solid life choice.�
Anna frowned, like she wasn�t sure if I was teasing or not. �Why are you here?�
�I�m meeting with the crew. You want to come with?�
Anna threw a look back at Finn, and then shrugged her shoulders with studied disinterest. �Yeah, sure.�
Anna�s inability to be impressed actually reassured me as we approached the table. If Anna could be that devil-may-care, surely I couldn�t be intimidated by a table of brawny Irish. I cleared my throat. �Hello, everyone. I�m Natalie Sullivan, crew chief for the Kilkarten dig. Thank you for all meeting me.�
I recognized some of the dozen. Sean Larry, who�d spoken to me at the month�s mind. Eileen�s granddaughter, Amanda, who helped around the inn, and Finn�s sister, Molly, who as far as I could tell was one of five siblings that belonged to the pub. A young man with the same stretched face as MacCarthy�his nephew, I thought he�d mentioned. In addition to the four I knew, eight others ranged around the table. The youngest was Simon Daly, at eighteen and nervous, while the oldest was in his forties with a suspiciously thick mustache for a balding man. The W�jcik siblings, Anka and Jan, whose parents had immigrated here thirty years ago. And three men in their thirties and a twenty-something with attitude. But they were all strong and healthy and outdoorsy, which was the important thing.
One of the men, with a head full of prematurely gray hair, said, �Not to worry, lass. Why don�t you pull up a chair?�
Lassied in the first thirty seconds. I worked to maintain level breathing. Not a good sign for establishing authority.
�Call me Natalie, please.� I tried to make my tone firm but friendly as I sat, Anna squeezing onto the bench next to me. �This is Anna O�Connor, Patrick�s niece.�
Everyone nodded, because most of them had already met her. She delivered her signature scowl, but didn�t say, �I�m not his fucking niece,� so I considering it a positive.
We did a round of introductions as Finn delivered the pints, then I plunged in. �I had several requests that I give an overview of the work, so I thought I�d tell you a little about the dig and answer any questions.� I took a long pull of my Guinness.
Anna kicked me, delivering a pointed look as she raised her hand to her nose. I wiped mine quickly. Dammit, I�d gotten foam on it.
Several of the gathered smirked slightly. One of the men, Colin, who had ears that stuck straight out of his head, a bobbing Adam�s apple and startling beautiful green eyes, spoke. �And you�re the one in charge and all?�
The others laughed.
I sat straighter. �I�m a doctoral candidate in archaeology and I�ve worked on plenty of digs before.� I�d just never been crew chief. �I�m very well qualified.�
The twenty-something smirked and leaned back in his chair. �Don�t have to be,� he muttered, adding some additional comment under his breath.
MacCarthy thwacked him and sent an apologetic look my way. �It�s all in good spirits.�
Anna and I exchanged uncertain glances. Devon of the suspicious mustache said, �Knew his dad.� He nodded at Anna. �Yours too, now.�
Anna bared her teeth. �Actually��
I kicked her before she started spreading any more rumors, and she rolled her eyes. �Whatever. I�m gonna get another drink.�
They watched Anna go. A man from a nearby table leaned over to speak to Devon. �Doesn�t look much like the old boy.�
One of his cronies joined in. �Has his eyes.�
Devon�s eyes twinkled. �Has his trouble.�
I slammed the flat of my hand on the table. �Sirs. Sirs!�
They all looked at me with surprise�either at my exclamation, or that I was still here. The prematurely gray one�Tim? Tim O�Brien?�smiled benignly. �What is it, lass?�
�It�s Natalie. Please.� I took a deep breath. �Let�s go over what we�ll be doing in the upcoming weeks.� I smiled brightly, making sure to meet everyone�s gaze. �We�re having a specialist come in next week to see if we can identify any interesting subsurface features. We�ll clear the field before�I�ll be supplying the tools. Next week the other three archaeologists will come down from Dublin and we�ll start opening the selected units.�
Green-eyed Colin leaned forward. �You think we�ll really find something?�
Quiet Jan piped up. �How long do you think this dig could last?�
�My wife is a cook�we could get our lunches catered��
�I can get you a good deal on screens and woods, and my cousin�s a carpenter, so he can build them for us��
The faces surrounding me were tense with wary hope. Proud faces. Watchful faces.
I chose my words carefully. �It all depends on what we find, but I�m hopeful that this will be a very successful excavation. If it is, we�ll be coming back in the next summers.�
They all nodded. �And you�re the one that decides?�
�It really depends on what we find. And if we can dig up grant money.�
I left first, amidst cheerful goodbyes and after organizing everyone�s appearance next Monday morning. My legs wobbled and my palms were dry and tingly. I knew this was a small village. I knew every extra bit of economy helped. I knew digs often created infrastructure.
I hadn�t realized how much they were counting on it.
Anna didn�t pick up her cell, so I waved down Finn before I headed out. �Have you seen Anna?�
He maintained his aloof and brooding expression, like he�d taken a Heathcliff pill. �Went out with Mary and the others half an hour ago.�
I had no idea who Mary and the others were. �That was water earlier, right? Anything else?�
�Just a cider.�
I didn�t have to worry about her on one cider. Theoretically. I texted Lauren just in case and headed back to the inn.
An hour later, I was sitting in the parlor and pretending to read Yeats�but really trying to figure out what color a curd-pale moon would be, because was that like off white? Had I ever actually seen curds? Did anyone besides Yeats and Little Miss Muffet talk about curds?�when Lauren burst in, her cheeks flushed almost as bright as her hair. She dropped down in the chair across from me. �You�ll never believe what I learned.�
�I won�t? What?� Anna had gone missing? Mike had come back early?
�Maggie used to be engaged to my dad.�
�No!� The photo. The photo in the study of the brothers and Maggie. I�d forgotten it in everything that followed. �Wait, and then she married his older brother instead? Wow. She told you this?�
�No, Paul did.�
�You saw Paul? What happened?� This was all too much for my brain to process.
She waved a hand. �Nothing. Whatever. But no wonder she doesn�t like Mom. And no wonder everyone describes Patrick as bitter, if his wife was in love with his younger brother.�
�Was she still? Who broke up with who?�
�I have no idea. Paul just dropped it in passing, like he thought I already knew, even though he knew I didn�t, and then was all like, nevermind, no big deal. What an ass.�
�So do you think that�s the real reason the brothers were estranged? A fight over a girl?�
She shrugged. �Makes some sense, right? But you�d hope there was a little more than that to a fight that lasted so long.�
It wasn�t really my place to figure out the O�Connors� past, but I was still dying to know.
* * *
Sunday, because I was sick of waiting around for Mike to come back, I took myself on a long run.
I went farther than we�d ever gone, up over the crest, and then flat across the land. Wind streamed from forty-five degrees. Big-eyed bunnies looked up from between wildflowers and then darted away. The path narrowed into a descending staircase, cut into the bluff, and I hopped over a sign that read No Sheep and pattered down until I hit the ground. I raced over a pebbled beach and then another of sand packed by the withdrawn low tide. I ran until the bluffs curved inward, creating a pocket of dry sand that even high tide couldn�t reach. I paused there, looking out over three jagged boulders that rose up from the shallow water.
In this small corner of the world. humans seemed foreign and strange and unnecessary. I closed my eyes, breathing in the salt and sea, the coolness of rain on the way and freshness of wind.
�Hey, you.�
My eyes flew open and I almost tripped at I ran at him. �You�re back!�
He caught me and spun me around. His lips were hot against mine and I clung to him as though the world would spin away if I let go. I wanted to cry. I wanted to laugh. But mostly, I wanted to kiss him, so I pressed my lips against his. He tasted smooth and subtle and rich, and we stood there, kissing languorously, exploring each other like there was nothing else we were meant to do in this world.
He kissed me so thoroughly my bones melted. There was nothing to me except where our bodies met, our mouths, the heat in my belly, the ache lower, and then there was nothing but the slow and golden sensation, sweeping all clarity out to sea.
Later, as we lay there with matching breaths, I remembered one more thing. I rolled over so I could see him. �I told the pub that you played football, so you�ve been drafted into a match sometime in the future.�
He slowly opened his lids, and I almost giggled. �Please tell me you specified American football.�
I pulled my best, and utterly unconvincing �Who, me?� face. �I forgot.�
He smiled disbelievingly as he pulled me on top of him. �You didn�t forget. I bet they didn�t forget. I�ve been pulled into a conspiracy of Kilkarten.�
I leaned down to kiss him. �So how are you at soccer?�
�I�m no kicker. But I�ll be damned if I let Connelly and his friends beat me at any sport.�
I kissed his ear. �At least you won�t have to deal with rain in hell.�

Chapter Sixteen

On Wednesday, Jeremy and the other archaeologists arrived.
All five O�Connors, plus Paul, came out to Kilkarten that morning, and I included them on the tour for the crew. I summarized a history of the land and what we were looking for. Clay that changed color, charcoal pits, beads. Large stones that could be millennia old structures. Ideally, a cache of Roman coins or pottery obviously imported from Rome.
I gave a demo lesson on how to open a unit, how to make good walls and how to sift the earth through a screen. We broke ground close to noon, and after an hour without any amazing discoveries, Kate and Maggie headed out. Lauren sat bickering with Paul on a picnic blanket, while Anna plunged into the dig with enthusiasm, along with two of the local teens she�d befriended. Which, sure. Free labor.
To my surprise, even Mike took a shovel, and I swear I almost lost an hour watching him work. �Okay,� he said during the afternoon break. �While I need this workout, archaeology�s way more exciting when it�s Indiana Jones destroying temples.�
I laughed. �Yeah, he always managed to stay alarmingly clean. But, if I�d been him, I totally would have dug in Ireland.�
He screwed up his forehead and waited for the punch line.
�Because there are no snakes in Ireland!� I laughed and did a little dance at my cleverness.
He shook his head. �No.�
�Come on, that was funny! Indy had a phobia and St. Patrick drove the snakes out. I�m hilarious!�
He couldn�t quite contain his grin, though he tried really hard. �No. You�re in a good mood.�
I flung open my arms. �Are you bothered by my joyous glee? My exuberance?� I stepped right up to him, raising my eyes to his steady warm ones. �Just think. Standing below us even now could be a trove of torques and pins. Within a day, we could be decked out like Schliemann�s wife.�
His brow creased. �Who?�
I laughed. �Mid nineteenth century archaeologist. Discovered �Troy� and this totally ridiculous amount of gold and then his wife tried it all on. Not quite as shoddy as Indy, but close.� I took off my hat and saucered it toward my notebook and backpack, and combed my hair out over my shoulders. ���Course, my favorite faux-archaeologist is Sir Arthur Evans. I like to sing about him to the tune of Henry Higgins. He�s the one who built stuff at Knossos on Crete, which was dumb, but it got a lot of tourists and their money, so maybe not so bad.�
�I have no idea what you�re talking about but damn, you�re giddy.�
I threw my arms around him. �Thank you,� I said to his chest. �I know you didn�t want this. But thank you.�
His arms around me were warm and strong and steady. He smelled like earth and grass. I pulled back slightly, but he held me in place, looking down with the strangest expression, puzzlement and wonder and brightness all at once.
Behind us, slamming doors and the honking of a car horn broke through the woven sounds of Kilkarten. I pulled away, taking in the three figures headed toward us.
I swung back toward Mike. �How do I look?�
�What?�
Happiness bubbled up through my chest and spread through my limbs until even my fingertips and toes tingled. I redid my ponytail and then pulled it over my left shoulder. �Am I a disaster? Hair standing straight up or dirt on my face?�
He raised his brows. �You�re usually a disaster, Natalie Sullivan.�
I nodded and headed for the parking lot. �Great. Let�s go!�
�Nat!� Jeremy Anderson hailed me with a wide wave of his arm, the lead point in the trio of archaeologists. I grinned and waved back. He looked just like the last time I�d seen him�tall and narrow, like a string bean, with rectangle glasses and slightly unruly hair.
�Jeremy!� I jogged the last few steps to him. �I�m so glad you�re here.�
He pulled me into a hug. �Is that tan still from Ecuador? How was Ecuador?�
�It was novel not having people laugh at me all the time.� We exchanged wry grins. �No, it was great. Very impressive. But it wasn�t Ivernis.�
He squeezed my shoulder. �Thanks for doing all of this.�
�Not a problem!� I rocked back on my heels, pushing hair out of my face. I couldn�t stop grinning at him, and my cheeks hurt from sheer happiness. We had worked together for years�I had chosen my undergrad in order to study with him, and Ivernis was as much his baby as mine. No one had believed in us. Yet here we were, on the brink of discovery, and I could taste the anticipation of success.
He indicated the people on either side of him. �These are Professors Grace Ahearn and Duncan Grady. This is my student Natalie Sullivan�my former student. She�s brilliant.�
I laughed and reached out to meet each of their handshakes firmly. �So good to have you both here.�
Grace tossed an almost unnoticed glance at Duncan. Shit. Cultural insensitivity. �Grand to be here.�
In my own fecking country.
Oh, well. I turned back to Jeremy. �How have you been? How was the trip over? Any news in the manuscripts?�
He laughed and tweaked the side of his glasses in a familiar gesture. �All good. And you? All settled with the contract?�
�Yeah.� I tossed a glance back at Mike. His sisters had gathered at each shoulder. �Come on, let me introduce them to you.�
The O�Connors didn�t move as I brought the archaeologists over. Anna looked properly bored, while Lauren had on her frozen business face, but it was Mike�s expression that actually surprised me. I could have sworn a storm gathered in his eyes and dislike in his jawline before he smoothed it all away. Did he resent Jeremy because he�d been the original instigator of the excavation? I didn�t want Jeremy to know about all the drama beneath the signing. Good grad students didn�t have time for drama.
I moved a little closer to Jeremy, feeling protective under the stone-cold glares of the flame-headed siblings. �This is Dr. Jeremy Anderson, and Dr. Grace Ahearn and Dr. Duncan Grady. Dr. Anderson is the one who inspired me to work on Irish archaeology in the first place.�
Mike�s brows rose almost imperceptibly, but I had become a master of Michael deciphering, and that did not look favorable. I swallowed. �And these are the O�Connors. The, uh, new ones.�
Lauren reached out, business like, and shook hands, while Anna muttered hello and whipped out her cell so she could watch without having to participate. Mike followed a half second after his sister, wrapping his hand around Jeremy�s. �Hey.�
They were about the same height, though Mike was broader, and his muscles came from throwing people around, not dirt. Jeremy had a thinner face, and currently wore a grin as he shook Mike�s hand. �Running back for the Leopards, huh?�
Mike�s hand fell away. His shoulders relaxed, his eyes lidded and that false, charming grin came out. �Yeah, that�s me.�
�Too bad you guys lost so quickly this season. I rooted for you.�
Mike�s smile didn�t change, but I recognized the tension in the set of his eyes. �Hey, I�m always rooting for me.�
Jeremy waved a hand around. �You excited for the excavation?�
Mike smile widened. �Something like that.�
I cleared my throat. �Have you guys checked in at the inn yet? I thought I�d show you around and then we�d grab dinner in the village. But there�s no rush if you want to get settled in first.�
Jeremy smiled. �Maybe a tour first before dinner.�
I spent the next few hours pointing out the planned unit locations, and explaining what the resistivity specialist had said. Grace and Duncan had been working on Iron Age sites for longer than I had been alive. It was both intimidating, flattering, and depressing�the last because I realized very quickly into my tour that all three of them regarded me as an underling�a useful one, but certainly not the leader of the project. They had just as many ideas as I had, and as we talked it quickly became clear whose plans would trump whose.
And it was fine that mine were at the bottom of the pile. Really. I was twenty-four and they were in their fifties. Well. Jeremy was only thirty-seven.
But we were the money and they were the artists.
Which kind of sucked.
But I got it. I had to pay my dues. Besides, if this became a big deal, then I could just stay here. And if they liked me, they probably had a ton of connections that would be fantastic and helpful and everything I needed.
I took the professors to O�Malley�s restaurant for dinner with all the usual suspects�Kate and Mike, tentatively made up; Lauren and Paul, sniping as usual; Maggie and Anna, both with a similar disdainful attitude. One big, distorted family.
Kilkarten was the main topic, of course. Jeremy took center stage as he recalled how the quest for Ivernis had begun. �It started when I was excavating a site in southern Italy. It was a second century site, and everything we found was exciting but expected�except for the toggles.�
Lauren and Mike both kicked me. �Beads without holes,� I said quickly. Jeremy was still talking.
�They had similar patterns and colorants to ones found in Ireland, so much that I was convinced they were connected. But the connection between Ireland and Rome is contentious. It�s much easier to believe all trade went through France and Britain. I wrote papers on the subject and did extensive research, and spent a decade excavating potential sites.
�When nothing showed up right away, people lost faith�though not Natalie.� He paused and smiled warmly at me. �She kept doing research back home, while I headed over to Ireland to see what I could find on this side. It took years, but I finally tracked down references in the scribblings of illuminated manuscripts. You see, Ireland has several great oral poems, such as The Tain, but while that one was actually preserved, many more were lost. However, when the monks started transcribing the Greek and Arabic works, they often used young boys to write who�d grow bored and doodle in the margins.�
He gestured at Dr. Grady. �Aware of this, I gained permission from the university to study the off-drawings in their extensive hold of manuscripts. And I was able to put together the narrative about the Iverni people, also called the Erainn. And you can follow that to the D�irine, known in the Ulster Cycle of legends. And so with the help of Dr. Grady, we combed the materials for any mentions of land and location, which were usually put as mythological. But with Natalie�s research into the geography we were able to find the probable location of Iverni.�
I sighed happily. Jeremy�s perseverance always made me warm and fuzzy and delighted.
Mike turned to me. �So you knew Ivernis was supposed to be somewhere nearby, and used all your geophysical whatever to figure out the most likely place for a city back then.�
I nodded.
�Isn�t that sort of like figuring out what you want your evidence to prove before actually gathering it?�
Look who suddenly had opinions about something he�d spent weeks shunting aside. �Of course not. I mean, the evidence that a site was located here is strong enough even without Jeremy�s research. It�s not like I made anything up.�
He shrugged. �Yeah, so, your research holds up that maybe there�s a site. But why assume it�s Ivernis? Isn�t that like the same as Schliemann�s Troy?�
I went hot and cold and wished I�d never told him anything. �Mike.�
Jeremy and the others regarded him with some disdain.
Mike relaxed back into his chair. �Just saying.�
�Don�t.� I kicked him again. Hard.
Anna�blessed, oblivious Anna�took that moment to interrogate the professors about studying archaeology at college. Kate, sensing her daughter�s active interest in an academic field, also leaped in the conversation.
Mike excused himself first. �Nice to meet all of you,� he said as he stood, and the professors all looked up at him. �Welcome to Kilkarten. Be sure to let me know if you need anything.� He strode off.
Across the table, Lauren�s brows shot up. I quickly tucked my legs out of reach in case she wanted to kick me, just to make sure I�d noticed Mike�s somewhat aloof manner.
Which I definitely had. I smiled at the table and excused myself, and then ran out after Mike.
It was drizzling again, so light it almost just felt like a heavy mist, and gray blurred out everything two feet beyond me. Mike�s hair, like always, carried an extra gleam, like a copper penny cutting through the haze. I caught up with him, grabbing his arm. In the fog, he stood out like a moonbeam on the water. ��Welcome to Kilkarten�?�
He stared stubbornly ahead as we continued on the path back to the inn. �It�s my land.�
�We are all well aware of that, Mr. O�Connor. Did you need to rub our noses in it?�
��Our�? You�re an �our� with that group?�
�Mike! What is going on with you? There�s no reason to get so worked up.�
His lips pressed together into a narrow, thin line. �How can you like a guy who takes credit for your work?�
�What?� I shook my head. �What are you talking about? Jeremy is a genius. He�s not taking any undue credit.�
�Yeah, he is. So he found some stupid beads�and don�t even get me started on the fact that this entire thing is based on �non-beads.��
�You�re already started.�
He glared at me. �So he found them and decided that meant Ivernis existed. Great. You�re the one that found this location. You figured out where the river used to be and the likeliest place for a settlement. Why the hell aren�t you getting the credit?�
�Because. Jeremy�s my professor. Anyways, he�s been studying manuscripts and finding other sources that mentioned Ivernis.�
�I don�t get why you�re so loyal to him.�
Please. I looked down at my feet as they moved over long grasses. We paced as quickly as we spoke, a frantic energy surrounding our words and movements. Something was off with us. �What about your coach? Aren�t you loyal to him?�
�That�s different.�
�I don�t think it is.�
�It is, because I don�t spend so much one-on-one time with him. I don�t do things for him, like you secured the funding and the permission and the lodging. And I get paid a ton, while you do this out of personal emotions.�
�I�m loyal to Jeremy because�because�� I�d never tried to psycho-analyze my relationship with Jeremy. �He�s a great person. He�s brilliant, and intense, and sincere, and dedicated. And he has helped me so much.�
�He�s not interested in you. Oh, he finds it cute and flattering, but he�s not interested.�
I jerked to a stop, enlightenment finally descending. �You�re jealous.�
He wrenched around to face me. �Yeah, fine. I�m jealous.�
Wow. Wonder bloomed in my chest as I studied the simmering anger in Mike�s gaze and clenched jaw. �Mike, no, I don�t like him. I like you.�
�Except you think he�s brilliant and wonderful.�
�I think my best friend Cam is brilliant and wonderful, and I don�t want to date her either.�
I could see him trying to pull all his emotions away and bury them behind his mask of calm, the mask he usually covered with another of charm. I didn�t want that. I wanted Mike, raw and unfiltered, and I wanted to understand why he was upset. �Mike, I�m confused. What are you trying to get at?�
He studied me. �I guess I�m just interested if he�s the kind of guy you�d consider lifetime monogamy for?�
I scrunched up my forehead. �What?�
�You said you didn�t believe in love, but in lifetime monogamy with someone you�re compatible with. He seems like a good candidate. What do you think?�
�Why are you pushing this?�
�I just want to know.�
Irritated across all bounds, I answered honestly. �Sure, I could see that. We have similar interests and career goals and values. We�d probably always be interested in each other as human beings.�
�You�d rather be with some guy you�re well-matched for then someone you love.� Then he shook his head. �Sorry. You don�t believe in love.�
�I do believe in it. I just have a hard time with the forever part.�
�You are a piece of work, Natalie Sullivan.�
�Why am I a piece of work? Just because I have a different opinion than you?� I waved my hands. �How did we even get to this conversation?�
�If you love someone, you make it work.�
�You can�t just magically make something work. And how do you even know? Have you ever seen love work for decades? Because I haven�t!�
We stared at each other. My heart pounded and I felt awful and sick and horrible, but it was true. And I didn�t know why it should matter to both of us so much, this far off concept, this abstract emotion, but it was clear that it mattered to both of us, and desperately.
We turned away at the same time. I wondered if we�d broken something.
The inn was in sight. We walked up to our floor, silent, and turned away at our separate doors.

Chapter Seventeen

The next morning, I found Lauren and Anna poking at a half disintegrated brick of grain flakes with their spoons. Anna pointed hers at me. �Yo. World traveler. What the hell is this?�
I peered into their bowl at the soggy mess. �Um.�
Lauren forlornly settled her chin her hands. �I just wanted cereal.�
�Seriously.� Anna rocked her chair back on two feet. �They have Domino�s and McDonald�s here. Well, not here here, but in Cork. Why can�t they have Honey Nut Cheerios?�
Lauren took a very tentative bite, and swallowed exaggeratedly. �It�s like�either throat scrapingly dry or super mushy grain flakes.�
Do not make a Lucky Charms and Ireland joke. Do. Not. Do it.
Anna rolled her eyes. �They could at least have Lucky Charms.�
�That�s what I was thinking!� Lauren and I shouted at the same time.
Mike came in as we were laughing, and looked at us like we were crazy. I froze. He shook his head, picked up a banana and frowned at the grains, and then made to walk out.
�Hey.� Lauren�s voice stopped him. �I found us a tour to go on. It�s three nights�takes us up to the Ring of Kerry and the Cliffs of Moher and all that good stuff.� She glanced at me uncertainly. �I don�t know what your schedule looks like�if you could take Friday off we could wait until next weekend��
�It�s okay,� I said quickly. �The dig�s just starting in earnest. I�ll need to be here.�
�Why don�t we go now?� Mike sounded almost emotionless. I searched his face, but he�d entirely closed himself off. At least he didn�t insult me by pulling on the charming mask. �That�d be better timing for me, since I have to go back to New York this weekend.�
It felt like he�d ripped my guts out of me. �Wait, what?�
�It�s the veterans� minicamp.� His eyes caught mine and a slow flicker warmed his face. �Why, you going to miss me?�
Relief flooded the sudden hole in my stomach. He�d be back. �I...�
He finished the banana and tossed the peel in the trash. �Don�t have too much fun while I�m gone.� He headed out.
We all stared after him, then Anna glared at me accusingly. �You guys had a fight.�
�Um. Well. Just a...little...� If I kept spacing my words farther and farther apart, I�d never have to finish, right? An asymptotic sentence.
Lauren pressed the heel of her hand against her eye. �What�d he do?�
I felt my cheeks warming. �Did he say anything to you?�
�Only that he didn�t want to talk about it. And�um�� She glanced at her little sister.
�Jesus.� Anna rolled her eyes. �I promise not to faint at whatever scandalous news you have.�
�It�s none of your business.�
�Well, it�s none of your business either, but you still know.�
I raised a hand, curiosity beating out embarrassment. �It�s fine. What did he say?�
�Well.� Lauren still obviously didn�t want to say much. �It was sort of confusing. But maybe that you�re hung up on your professor.�
Anna�s brows shot up, just like her brother�s. �What, the old guy?�
�He�s not that old.�
Lauren�s eyes caught mine, and I made a face. �And no, I�m not, and that�s not what we argued about.�
Anna just scoffed. �It�s totally ridiculous anyway. But it�s probably good to make Mike worry a little. He�s way too sure of himself.�
Obviously a family trait. �I should head out. Work to do.�
�Wait.� Anna bolted to her feet. �I�m coming with, just let me grab my stuff.� She was out the door.
Lauren raised her brows. �You�re going without eating?�
�Well.� I gestured at the soggy mess. �I have a banana and sandwich in my bag.�
�Uh-huh.�
�Uh-huh!� And then I fled too.
* * *
I stayed in a mood all week.
This sucked. The O�Connors were off touring Ireland, and even if Lauren had been here, she wasn�t exactly prime material for discussing my romance problems. Cam was in California for a conference, which meant the sun always set on the Camille-Natalie Empire. I shot her off an email that night, after a fairly cool goodbye from Mike. It�s not like I was saying I didn�t want to date him! Is it my fault that I think biology is a bigger factor than cultural pretenses?
I�d woken with a response in my inbox, which said: Maybe you shouldn�t TELL A DUDE YOU�RE DOOMED TO BREAK UP AND YOU�D BE BETTER OFF WITH ANOTHER GUY.
Huh.
At least I could kill my energy shoveling units and throwing buckets full of dirt through the sifting screen. Simon Daly, the eighteen-year-old holding the other side of the screen, looked at me cautiously. �You all right, Professor Sullivan?�
Slightly better now that he�d called me professor. �I�m fine.�
�Bad luck with Mike?�
I stopped sifting. �Excuse me?�
�My great-aunt Eileen told me you�re back in your own room.�
There were so many things wrong with that. Particularly�why the hell did Eileen have to spill our beans? �Who else knows that?�
He shrugged. �Everyone, I suppose.�
Great. Just great. All of Kilkarten knew about my sex life.
�Thought he was supposed to propose to you here.�
I almost wrenched the screen completely out of his grasp. �What?�
�Just talk I heard.�
�Well, don�t. Anymore. No more talk.�
He looked at me like I was crazy and gently began to push and pull the screen again. �All right.�
I took a deep breath. �All right.�
We broke for lunch around noon, settling down in circles and pulling bags out of backpacks. A bottle of sanitizer was passed around, so the amount of dirt we consumed would be slightly lessened. I generally attempted to hold my PB&Js by their tinfoil wrappers, but by this point eating dirt just didn�t faze me.
Jeremy stopped by later as I violently scooped dirt from the unit into a heap beside it. �Are you okay, Natalie?�
I paused to suck in some air, leaning against my shovel as I squinted up at him. The sun glinted white and sharp behind him. �I�m fine! Don�t worry about me.�
�Err. Did you have a fight? With...� He hesitated. �With Michael?�
�What? No. No! What would give you that idea?�
He pinched the bridge of his nose, like he always did when something was bothering him. �I just wanted to make sure�as your advisor, I feel responsible�that it�s not a bad situation.�
I wiped my arm across my brow, trying to get rid of some of the ever-present sweat, and hauled myself out of the unit and over to my pile for another water bottle. �Please, Jeremy, don�t worry about it. It�s not a situation.�
�Okay. Just�know you can come to me, if you ever need to.�
Poor, uncomfortable Jeremy, trying to do the right thing. I grinned before consuming half a pint of water. �Thanks.�
Of course, as we packed up for the day, Harry Gunner asked, �When�s your man coming back?�
And I immediately answered, �Next Tuesday.�
And Jeremy kind of gave me a look.
Okay. So we were maybe a situation.
For the next week, we dug and sifted and hoped. There had to be something here, but for some reason, we kept missing it. None of the units yielded anything other than the usual cattle bones and litter, and the spike the specialist had found turned out to be nothing more than unusual bedrock, and another was just a type of soil that stunted the voltage measurement. It was hard to keep from widening the units, from thinking maybe we just missed it.
At least it was good for my body. I could feel my muscles coming back to form, biceps and triceps building, thighs sculpted into pillars of strength. I felt like my lungs were so strong I could run a marathon.
Most evenings, we piled into the trucks and headed down to the pub for a couple hours of beer and pool and darts. Sometimes we were invited into someone�s home for dinner. Life would have been perfect, except for the lack of finding anything. And the lack of Mike.
On Friday, Jeremy and I ended up at our own little corner table. I watched him for a long while. I�d always been so happy around Jeremy, so comfortable. That was probably why I�d had a crush on him in undergrad. Because he was safe. Because he would never return my affection, and so my emotions weren�t in danger. But they�d barely been emotions at all. He�d never made me heady with desire; I�d never craved him. My daydreams of Jeremy had all skipped from him realizing my utter brilliance to us gallivanting around the globe, uncovering lost cities and presenting at conferences.
And that had sounded fine, because I knew love didn�t really last, so falling into it was just asking for disaster. But that had been a lot easier to say when I wasn�t caught up in a swirl of emotions. When I didn�t miss someone so badly my chest ached.
Goddamn. I didn�t particularly want to end up on the it�s better to have loved and lost then never to have loved at all side of the argument. I�d better check what Yeats had to say about it when I went home.
I put down my fork and took a deep breath. �Jeremy, do you have a girlfriend?�
He started coughing, and I waited patiently for him to recover. He took another sip for fortification. �I do.�
I couldn�t decide if I was surprised or not. �How come you never mention her?�
Not that I expected him to spill every detail of his personal life, but we spent a lot of time together. I knew his favorite dish was mushroom paprikash and he knew about my parents. I could cheer him up when he was tense and he always brought me Hobnobs back from the UK. He didn�t owe me details of his personal life, I just already knew them in every category other than romantic.
A touch of color stained his cheekbones, and he settled his glasses more firmly on his nose. �I suppose because...� He trailed off, then valiantly rallied again. �You never talk about your own personal life.�
I looked out the window at the cobblestones and brightly painted houses. �I�m thinking of dating Mike.�
He looked ready to start coughing again. �But I thought...�
Oh, right. �That we were already dating? Actually��
�No, that�� He stopped, flustered once again. This was fascinating. I�d never seen Jeremy so embarrassed. �I thought maybe you had a�deal.�
My mouth dropped open. What, like I�d sleep with Mike for Kilkarten kind of deal? For God�s sake, if he�d suspected that why wouldn�t he say something?
Wait. Maybe he meant a friends-with-benefits deal.
�Well, I think we might try it, for real.� I smiled, more pleased than I�d imagined to be telling Jeremy this. �So tell me about your girlfriend. Where�s she live?�
�London. She works at the National Archives. We�ve only been seeing each other for around six months.�
�That�s great.� I took a quick swig and regarded him fondly as he went into detail. After a while, he trailed into a comfortable silence and I took a deep breath. �Hey, I�m sorry if I was ever...too much.�
His eyes softened. �Natalie�you are the best student I have ever had. I want you to know that. You are intelligent, and dedicated, and easy to work with. And we�ll find Ivernis. Don�t worry. We�ll find it.�
My chest filled with so much�with bittersweet pleasure and pride, with sorrow. �Thanks,� I told him, from the bottom of my heart. �And you�re right. I�m sure we�ll find something.�
I was sure of it.

Chapter Eighteen

The O�Connors didn�t come back until the next Tuesday. After Mike flew to the States, the women spent the long weekend on the Aran Islands. Lauren invited me, but I figured they needed some legitimate family time. Besides, it gave me a weekend of kicking a ball around and drinking my feelings in the pub with Paul. I kind of liked doing that. Paul was refreshingly ticked off at the world, and good at grumbling about O�Connors.
But when I came back from the field Tuesday evening, I found the O�Connors in the dining room. I hovered in the hall, watching as they laughed and scarfed down a platter of scones. Anna noticed me first. �Hey!�
I stepped into the room. �How was your trip?�
Anna was off, but I couldn�t look away from Mike. He smiled, but it didn�t go much further than the surface, and I couldn�t tell if he was still angry or if we were okay. I wanted to get him alone, to talk to him, to hold him, but Anna was still talking.
��and then we went to the Cliffs of Moher, which are the Cliffs of Insanity from The Princess Bride, and they�re crazy. It�s like the end of the world, and the wind made our hair looked like small monsters and you could lean into the air and it practically supported you. Did you guys find anything?�
The abrupt switch�Anna had decided it was time for her to eat, and me to talk�made me start, as did the sudden weight of all the O�Connors� eyes. I pulled my shoulders back and tried to smile. �There�s always some things to find. We�ve come across some pottery sherds. And cattle bones. But, uh�nothing to support a harbor.�
Kate�s sympathy nearly killed me. �That�s too bad.�
�It�s still the early stages. I mean, it�s a huge amount of land to cover. And while I thought my calculations were spot on�well. I guess I shouldn�t have been trusting maps based off Roman reconstructions of Greek sources, now, should I?� I laughed. The O�Connors didn�t.
I shoved my hands in my back pockets and my eyes found Mike�s. �I was going to go for a run. I don�t know if...?�
He was already standing. Anna started to speak up, and both her sister and mother kicked her.
This time my laugh came out a little more genuine. That was my kind of subtlety.
Mike was changed and downstairs in a moment. �You�re disappointed.�
�Dumb, right? I didn�t have any guarantees.� I broke into a jog, taking the northern path. A veil of fog covered the land, so every movement was oddly fascinating and disruptive. My gut knotted up with anxiety, and I tried to handle it by increasing my pace until we cleared the top of the fog and the cliff. Below us, blankets of white rolled in from across the sea like some actual, sentient creature. Above, the waxing moon hung low and pale in the gray sky, drifting in and out of ghosting clouds. I slowed and faced him. �I missed you.�
He looked back at me. �I missed you too.�
All I wanted was to kiss him, to cling to him, but my stomach still hurt. �Are you still mad at me?�
He closed the space between us. �No.�
�Why were you mad at me?� I inched forward.
He stroked his fingers along my temple and behind my ear. �I didn�t want to get hurt.�
�I don�t understand.� But even so, the knots in my stomach were slowing coming undone.
He smiled wryly. �Maybe I�ll explain someday.�
And then our mouths met, and it was like we were erasing all the time and distance apart. He was warm and strong and right under my hands, and as we kissed the horrible tension of the last week faded away and everything made sense again.
We sat near the edge of the bluff, our legs pressed together, his arm around me. His voice had the cadence of music. �Tell me about Kilkarten.�
I sighed. �What if I was wrong? How can I have been so wrong?�
�You can�t know yet. It�s only been two weeks.�
�But what if there�s nothing?�
�Then you try again. You start over somewhere else.�
A strangled laugh came out. �How can I do that?�
He stretched his legs out before him. �I do it every year.�
It took me a moment to process what he meant. �But that�s different.�
�No, it�s not. I know exactly how it feels to want something so badly, and to fail and have to start over again. And again. To keep going even when you�re losing.�
I turned, slightly worried for him. �But it�s not your fault if you lose.�
�Sometimes it is. And it�s my career on the line. My reputation. And I have thousands of people watching. Counting on me. Hoping I�ll fail.�
�You shouldn�t carry that whole weight on your shoulders. It should be the whole team.�
�Natalie.� He shifted to face me. The moon brightened his hair to cold fire. �You shouldn�t be taking this completely on yourself, either.�
�I don�t know what I�ll do if there�s nothing.� To my embarrassment, my voice cracked and I started to sniff. �I�m sorry.� I pressed my hand to my nose and mouth, and then when that wasn�t enough, I pulled up my knees as though that would pull in my emotions. �I don�t know what�s wrong with me.�
�You�re stressed out.� He placed an arm around my shoulders and pulled me against him. His warmth seeped into me and edged out the damp air. �It�s okay.�
Was it? It didn�t get things done. Oh, it was useful enough as a way to release stress, but indulging in long crying jags always seemed pointless, when I could instead be working on how to solve the problem. �I don�t cry.�
He sounded wry. �So you�re not human?�
I laughed, and then pressed my hand to my head. �I have such a headache.�
�That�s what happens when you spend so much time trying not to cry.�
I flicked my eyes toward him. �And what would you know about that? Spend a lot of time bottling down tears?�
He leaned his head back, offering me a clear, strong profile.
I breathed out a long sigh. �No, but it�s the same when you�re bottling any emotion, isn�t it? And you keep your anger wrapped up in a charming smile.�
�No more than your anxieties are bow-tied with laughter.�
He had me. I shrugged. �Why cry when you can laugh?�
�Why yell when you can grin?�
We both stared up. �You think we�re kind of fucked up?�
�Utterly.�
I started laughing, and he started laughing, and then we were kissing in the cold night air. He twisted his upper body over mine, and I fell down into the grass, pricks of moisture chilling my arms until Mike�s hands swept over them.
We lay there, me curled into him. We watched the stars brighten. �I�ve spent my entire life thinking I knew what I wanted to do. I�m beginning to think I was wrong, and that scares me. It scares me to think that I might have to go to the conference and admit that there is no Ivernis, and Dr. Ceile was right and I�m just a dreamer.�
�Natalie. None of us are perfect. And you shouldn�t be scared at the conference. If there�s no site here, and you�re able to admit that without clinging to Ivernis�that�s brave. And I�ll come. So you can just pretend you�re telling me, and I�m not going to judge or care, I�ll just want to hear what you know.�
�Really?�
�I promise.�
I wanted Ivernis to be real so badly. I wanted it for so many reasons and so many people, and I�d wanted it for so many years. I wanted to find Ivernis even more when the world or Ceile or my parents told me it was impossible.
But it was nice�it was wonderful�to have someone whose focus wasn�t tied up in the site, but that simply wanted me to be happy
So I leaned over and kissed him.
* * *
�Goal!�
The ball tumbled past the posts and made a dive for the hill beyond. Finn, the conscripted goalie, watched it with some regret and more disdain. I cheered and threw my arms around Anna, who let out a squeal that could have been at her perfect kick, but probably came as protest to my sweaty hug.
I jogged over to the sidelines, swapping out with Anka for the last three minutes of play, and scooped up my water bottle, chugging it down as the clock ran out. Twelve to seven, more than enough to make Mike scowl like a child when he joined me at the sides. �Don�t be such a baby,� I called, and then undermined that with, �Losers weepers!�
�You didn�t find anything!� he shot back.
I did a small victory jig. �I found a winning score.�
He reached out and pulled me toward him. �That�s what you call scoring?�
I wanted to kiss him until his eyes shut all the way. �You�re just trying to distract me because you�re a sore loser.�
�Just try me in real football,� he grumbled, and then our lips touched.
I pulled back and swished the rest of my water over him.
He let out a cry, even though I knew it had to feel nice after an afternoon of running. I grinned and darted backward as he reached for me, and then sprinted full force across the field.
Mike tackled me�of course he did�but twisted so he took the brunt of the fall and cushioned my body. The impact didn�t even deter him, because a second after, he rolled over and pinned me to the ground.
He blocked out the sky. All red and gold and laughter, and my scowl had no heat. �No fair.�
He braced his arms on the ground, keeping bare inches between our bodies. �Who said I was trying to play fair?�
�Um...� I kept getting distracted by the light in his eyes. �Fair is good.�
�Scoring�s better.�
If this started, it wasn�t going to end, and if I turned my head I could see Jeremy�s shoes. I hooked Mike�s ankle and bucked him off me.
He cracked a smile as he smacked into the grass. �Damn. You�re strong.�
�I know. That was mostly leverage, though.� I rolled off him and offered him a hand up. �I�m secretly a spy.�
Laughing and teasing, we trooped over to the pub, a hot mess of bodies and sweat that Finn looked relieved to not have to handle for once. Anna promptly sat down in his line of vision and started chatting with the other teenagers she�d befriended.
It had been good to have a day of activity that wasn�t just digging through nothing. For the past five days, we�d labored intensely for zero results. We dug. We sifted. We opened new units. The frown lines deepened around Jeremy�s mouth. Grace and Duncan looked more and more dissatisfied. And I felt guilty.
But the crew seemed happy, and a game of soccer let everyone feel better. I�d always thought of archaeology as the classic work hard and party harder�after seven hours in the field, all anyone wanted to do was kick around a ball or drink loads of beer. We�d nominally played crew against locals, but really it had been everyone athletic against Mike, in a sure move to make him lose. It had put everyone in a very good mood, and now the pub rang with laughter.
I looked around the room and realized I recognized half the people, and it made a different part of my heart ache, like when you get a good book cry. I liked people tapping me on the shoulder or shouting across the room to me or a bench being so full thighs touched. I liked belonging.
Across the room Maggie sat down next to Kate, and the two women nodded stiffly. I watched as they engaged in conversation over two large mugs.
�What does your mom do?�
Mike surreptitiously moved his potatoes onto my plate. �She�s an engineer for semi-conductor chips.�
I had not been expecting that answer. �What? Wow. How do you get into that?�
�I think she started off in the field when she was young and kept advancing.�
�Does she like it?�
He hesitated. �I�m not really sure. I think it was good enough, and she had three kids to support, and it paid well.�
�But she didn�t have to support them after you were drafted.�
He looked at me. �That�s what I thought.�
I shook my head, caught sight of Maggie, and regained my line of thought. �Wait. Sorry. I meant, what does she do here? You know. When we�re off together or Lauren�s with Paul or Anna�s hanging out with Mary and whoever and trying to get Finn�s attention?�
�What?�
I rolled my eyes. �I just can�t help that you�re clueless.�
�Lauren and Paul?�
�Totally not a thing. Forget I said anything.�
He looked around wildly, but Lauren was chatting with Anka and her husband, and Paul was nowhere to be seen. I took Mike�s hand and pulled on it for attention. �Focus. At dinner your mom always says that she met up with someone for lunch, and I know she goes into town twice a week for yoga and to talk to that woman at the art gallery. But that doesn�t seem like much.�
�How long has this been going on?�
I sighed. �Mike. You would make the worst spy in the world.�
�You say that like it�s an actual, serious failing. Where�s Paul?�
Because it totally was. �How did she meet your dad?�
He kept scanning the pub. �She worked at the hardware store his second-cousin owned in Southie.�
We were interrupted by a red-cheeked O�Malley, who really just wanted a second of Mike�s time to gloat, and he hadn�t even been on the field. �Not so good at football, now, O�Connor.�
Mike shook his head at the older man. �You come over to the States and try our version, and then see how well you do.�
�Don�t be sore about it. I�ll buy you a pint.� Grinning like a madmen, O�Malley went off.
I propped my chin on my hand. �See? All you have to do to get people to like you is lose.�
Mike shook his head. �No one in this village takes me seriously.�
�That�s because they�re just too used to you troublesome O�Connors. But at least they buy you beer.�
�There�s that.� His eyes tracked to the side. �One sec. I have to go punch Paul in the face.�
I rolled my eyes as he climbed out of his seat. �Play nice!�
When they came back, Mike looked satisfied, and Paul looked irritated, and no one looked too banged up. In fact, they both swung their arms.
�Done playing in the dirt, boys?�
Paul scowled. �Hardly fair when he�s a professional athlete.�
�Don�t whine. It�s unattractive.�
�Not really looking to pick you up, love.�
Mike draped his arm around me. �Not your love.�
I knocked my shoulder against him. �Smug�s not attractive, either.�
Mike kissed me. �I�ve been wanting to beat the crap out of this guy for ages. I�m feeling a lot better now.�
Paul grumbled. �You didn�t. I let you land that punch, because��
I kicked him.
Unlike the O�Connors, he didn�t pretend he hadn�t felt it. �Jesus Christ! Does everyone in this family communicate by kicks?�
Mike took a swig of his drink. �We like to be subtle.�
�You�re all mad.�
Lauren dropped down beside him. �As hatters. Why is your cheek swelling?�
Paul leaned back and delivered a long look at Mike. �Ask your brother.�
Mike shrugged. �Ask Natalie.�
I widened my eyes at Lauren. �It�s totally not my fault. How did he not know you two were a thing?�
She let out a beleaguered groan. �Because he�s an idiot. They�re both idiots.�
We spent the next hour and a half needling each other and devouring an unseemly amount of fish and chips. At some point my gaze, now slightly fuzzier, fell back on Kate and Maggie, who still sat close. I shook my head. �They must have figured everything out.�
Mike ate a poor, innocent fry doused in vinegar and salt. �Figured what?�
�Any lingering resentment about your dad and uncle. Paul,� I said, remembering Patrick�s month mind, �you sounded like you knew what was between the brothers. What was it?�
He cut a derisive look my way. �None of our business.�
Lauren laughed. �So basically, you�re clueless.�
He scowled at her. �My mum said they all had a fight, that Brian was always a rebel but it worsened, and then he took off for America and never came back. And the next thing Maggie heard, he was married. Broke her heart.�
Mike snorted. �You make it sound like he married my mom as soon as he arrived.�
Paul shook his head. �Why don�t you think he did? Do you know how many undocumented Irish are in America? They can�t come home if they ever want to return to the States.�
Well, I didn�t know. �How many are there?�
�Forty, fifty thousand.� He scoffed at our astonishment. �Don�t any of you read the papers? There was a whole article this morning.�
Mike leaned forward. �What are you implying? He married my mom for citizenship?�
Paul leaned back. �I�m not implying anything. Just stating the facts.�
Mike shook his head. �They got married because they were in love.�
Paul laughed. �Ah, I�m sure of it.�
I squeezed Mike�s had so he didn�t leap up and attack Paul across the table. �He probably wouldn�t have left Maggie and Ireland if he was madly in love with her.�
�Unless,� Paul said darkly, �he had an excellent reason for wanting to get away.�
Mike�s grip tightened on mine, and I didn�t need to look at him to know his face had gone stony. He was thinking about his father�s involvement with the Nationalists again. �That�s possible,� I said quickly, �but instead of just conjecturing, why don�t we ask them?�
They all stared at me like the crazy bug had bitten me. Paul shook his head. �I don�t want to uncover that old shite.�
�We can�t ask them about their old romances,� Lauren added.
I shrugged. �Why not? What�s the worst that can happen?�
They were all silent for a moment, and then Mike stood abruptly. �I�m sick of only knowing half truths.�
Lauren sighed and also stood. �It�s on your head if she freaks out.�
They all started forward, but I tugged Mike�s hand to stop him. �Maybe I shouldn�t go with you guys.�
Paul raised his brows. Lauren leveled a look at me. But Mike was the one who spoke. �This is your crazy idea, Sullivan. So get your ass up.�
So all four of us crossed the room and ranged ourselves before the O�Connor widows. Mike took center stage. �What happened twenty-seven years ago? Between Dad and the two of you.�
Kate�s cup rattled against the saucer as she plunked it down. Maggie spoke sharply. �None of your business.�
Lauren looked mulish. �We�re curious. And everyone here loves to gossip, so if we buy enough pints, someone�s going to talk. But we�d rather you did.�
The women exchanged a glance, and then Kate sighed in defeat. Maggie scowled. �It was all bound to come out sooner or later. Come on, then. We�ll go back to my place.�

Chapter Nineteen

First, Maggie had to make tea for all of us. She poured for herself last, and then we settled around the low wooden table, warm mugs between our hands as the rain started to patter down. �We grew up together. Patrick and Brian and me.� She nodded at Paul. �I had a baby sister, you know, but she was ten years younger and quiet, so we never paid her any attention.
�Brian was the daring one. We�d go swimming at night or tell our parents we were on school trips and sneak out to parties. Stupid things. Patrick was a little older, and stubborn as hell. Came with us but would worry the whole time.�
She paused and turned her mug before sipping from it. �And I was...young. Not purposefully cruel, but I flirted with Patrick when I knew my heart went to Brian. Stole kisses from both. Still, I didn�t expect Patrick to be so shocked when Brian proposed and I said yes.�
Beside me, Mike shifted. Slowly, I lay my hand on his and our fingers entwined. Maggie pushed out a breath and continued. �We were going to live at the farm when he came back from university. But Brian�he was so rash. He wanted a united Ireland. He wanted to go off and fight.�
Mike jerked. �Mom��
Kate pressed her lips together and looked down.
Maggie continued. �We tried to talk him out of it. I begged. Patrick forbade it. And yet Brian said, �I have got to do this. I love you, but this is bigger than us.�� She glanced at Kate and then pushed her shoulders back defensively. �It�s true.�
�So?� Lauren�s face was tight.
�So he left. Made some very unsavory friends. And when he came home, they came with him. All these angry young men. And then one night the farmhouse burned down, and there was insurance money, and where did it go? To the nationalists.�
Mike�s hand tightened on mine. �You�re not saying he did it on purpose.�
Maggie met his gaze straight on. �Brian wouldn�t. Those friends of his�I don�t know. It didn�t look good.�
�But why did he leave?�
She shook her head. �He owed money. He should have used the home insurance to pay off the bank, but it disappeared the same way the loans had. He thought he could make more in America. But if he did we never saw it. I think he mostly just wanted to wash his hands of it all.� She took a stoic sip. �And I did take up with Patrick while he was gone. I would have gotten over it, but Brian never asked me to.�
Mike focused on his mother. �Did you know all of this?�
�I learned.�
Lauren kept shaking her head. �So he just married you so he could stay? No. Dad wouldn�t do that.�
�I loved your father very much. And he loved me. It just took time.�
�And that was it?� Paul burst out, gaze locked on his aunt. �You never talked to him again? It was just�over?�
Maggie looked out the window. �Sometimes things are just over.�
Mike leaned forward, his hands pressed together between his knees. �But I remember that conversation, about there being trouble at Kilkarten. That was why I thought there was something buried. You were shocked. You cried. You didn�t know he�d married you for a green card until then? That was ten years into your marriage.�
�I know.�
Mike looked shaken. I squeezed his hand. It wasn�t easy, finding out something you believed so strongly in hadn�t really existed. �He should have told you earlier.�
Kate exhaled. �It�s all in the past.�
To her, maybe. But looking at Mike�s face, I could tell it wasn�t in the past for him.
We barely spoke until we�d closed the door to his room. He sat down on his side of the bed and fell backward. I lay down from my side, so that our heads touched each other. �It�s weird. Learning something about someone, when you thought you already knew everything.�
�Maybe it�s impossible to ever really know anyone.�
�But he was dead. He wasn�t supposed to change.� He reached his hand up, and I met it with my own. Our fingers tangled, his warm and strong. �I can�t imagine him loving anyone other than my mom. It feels wrong.�
I turned my head and smiled. �Because he had a life before her?�
He turned with a slight smile. He was upside down, his eyes turned the wrong way. �Okay, I�m being unfair. But I wish my mother had told me.�
�I guess she didn�t think it was any of your business. The nerve.�
He growled and then kissed me. Our lips met, upside down, almost unfamiliar, and then we were laughing and spinning and climbing on top of each other, seeking comfort and warmth and happiness.
* * *
On Friday it rained so hard there was no point going into the field. Drizzles were fine; deluges were not. Outside, the wind roared, like the inside of a seashell. I curled up against Mike�s chest and glared out our window. �Great. Now what?�
�I vote we stay in bed all day.�
�Vetoed. Too many people will know we�re having sex, and that�s embarrassing. Like my advisor. And your mother.�
He started to grin when I mentioned Jeremy, and then the smile flatlined. �Okay. Maybe not ideal.�
�I guess we can play more board games.�
�No. You cheat.�
Valid point. Two nights ago we�d been playing Stratego, and when it became obvious I was going to lose, I started moving the immobile bomb pieces.
Well, it made the game more interesting.
Someone pounded on the door. �Mike! Mike!� The knob rattled. �Open up!�
He groaned and rolled out of bed. �Go away, Anna.�
�Open! Now!�
He pulled the door open. �What?�
Anna threw herself on the loveseat, caught sight of me, and barely managed to restrain her eyes from rolling. �You have to drive me over to pub. The adults have been interrogating me for two hours about my college plans.�
Mike crossed his arms. �The pub where you�ve been underage drinking.�
She turned her eyes on me. �Natalie!�
I jumped up and headed for the shower. �Oh, hey. I am not part of this conversation.�
�Tell him it�s legal here!�
�Shirker,� Mike muttered as I closed the bathroom door.
When I came out, an agreement had been reached. It turned out no one wanted to stay indoors, so we all headed out to the pub. It was already packed, but Mike and I managed to squeeze in at the end of a table next to the O�Brien family and their four children. Five-year-old Kelly kept sticking her elbow in my side and stealing peeks at me, but other than that it was a pretty good fit.
As Mike spoke, Kelly stopped watching me and started watching him. Her little brother got jam all over Mike�s arm, which he absentmindedly cleaned off.
And then, in the middle of our happy, light-hearted conversation, he looked up with this half smile, like he�d forgotten it on his face. �I�m going back home in three weeks.�
�For another weekend?�
�No. For good. I have training camp on the twenty-sixth.�
I shook my head, oddly numb. Of course he had training camp. He was a New York Leopard. �Are you excited?�
He shrugged. �I�m always excited for a new season.�
Right. Right.
�If you find something, you have flexibility about where you�re based in your off-season, right? But what if you don�t find anything?�
�Then I�ll probably stay here and keep looking.�
He took a long drink. �Then I really hope you find Ivernis.�
A lump formed in my throat. I tried to clear it away with the same grace as a cat with a hairball. �I�ll definitely be back in New York late September, to present at the conference.�
�What will you guys give your talk on if you don�t find anything?�
Our talk was registered as a Field Report, and I was fairly certain the American Academy of Archaeology had accepted it because they figured Ceile and Jeremy�s feud would provide some much needed entertainment at the conference. �I was thinking about just crying for a straight hour if we have nothing to say. Or maybe Ceile will come and throw tomatoes at us.�
�Sort of like performance art.�
�Yeah. Maybe we�ll hold different tools as we do it. Trowel�tiny tears. Shovel�big wail.� I took a bite of my sandwich. �It�s funny�the conference is actually at the Javits Center, so right next to your stadium.�
He grinned. �The season will�ve started. You can come to a game while you�re home.�
Under the table, I hooked my ankle around his. �Without a doubt.�
That evening, Lauren and I were playing checkers before the fireplace when Mike came in with a slight smile. I rolled over and looked at him. �You know those charts where there�s a different smiley face for each emotion? We should have one of you, except instead of frowns and tears they�d all be different versions of you smiling.�
Kate made a mom noise. �That�s such a sweet idea.�
Well, I wasn�t sure about sweet. I was going for clever.
�We should have one of Anna,� Lauren said. �Except instead of smiles, it would be scowl variations.�
Anna demonstrated one. �You�re so funny.�
Mike sat down next to me. �And which smile is this?�
�You have a secret.�
He raised his brows. �Not a very long lasting one. Want to go somewhere this weekend?�
�Dublin?�
�Paris.�
Anna cried out, �I want to go to Paris!�
Her mother and sister swatted her.
�Ryan called and said he and Rachael are stopping by after her work trip in Italy, and that Malcolm and Bri might fly over as sort of a last fling before training starts. You in?�
Paris. For a fleeting moment I juggled ticket prices, but then a line of can-can dancers kicked through my budget. �I�m in.�
* * *
Lauren stopped by the library the next evening while I went over data. �Hey. Just wanted to check�do you have a dress?�
I blinked at her. �What?�
�Thought not. My brother�s a space shot. You�re going somewhere fancy, right? He�ll almost definitely get a tux delivered to the hotel.�
�He didn�t say we were going anywhere.�
She just gave me an oh-poor-you look. �You�re meeting up with Rach and Bri? You�re going somewhere fancy. It�ll be for charity. But it will also be for dresses.�
I frowned uncertainly. �I have that black dress I wore for the month�s mind...�
She dropped down next to me, shaking her head. �Nope. Won�t cut it. Don�t worry, you can rent cocktail dresses online and have them delivered to your hotel. Easy.�
I stared at her. �Crazy.�
�Come on, it�ll be fun.� She pulled the computer toward her and started a search. �Look, this site has two hundred different options. And it�s in English.�
�I speak French,� I muttered. But I was already being drawn into the sparkly gowns, which Lauren clicked through without stopping, until we reached one golden ball gown that made us both oooh.
�Maybe over the top, but see? You can find something nice.�
I suffered a thirty-second moral quandary about spending money renting a dress, and then the dress won.
Anna wandered in ten minutes later. �What are you guys doing?�
�Renting a dress in Paris for Nat.�
She plopped down beside us and tore open a bag of chips. Crisps. Whatever. �Sweet. Don�t get that one, it�s ugly. That one�s super skanky. No, that�s gross.�
Kate joined us after another twenty minutes. �What are you all studying so diligently?�
�Dresses,� we chorused, in what was possibly the twee-est moment of my life.
We narrowed it down to three choices�a long lavender gown Lauren thought would go well with my hair and eyes; a short black thing Anna favored, though I wasn�t so sure about the weird puff of fabric on the sleeve, and a short, simply cut silver dress with a boat neckline. It was kind of weird but appealing nonetheless.
�Hey, what size are your feet?�
I hadn�t even thought about shoes. �Nine-and-a-half.� They all made faces. �What? What sizes are you?�
�I�m a six,� Anna said.
I stared at her. �Are you serious?�
She shrugged nonchalantly. �They�re beautiful too. I have beautiful feet.�
�She does.� Kate smiled fondly. �She gets them from me.�
I turned to Lauren in astonishment. She shook her head. �I�m no Cinderella, but my feet are still smaller. Just think of it as an excuse to buy fancy French shoes.�
�But I don�t wear fancy shoes.�
Anna popped a chip in her mouth. �Now you do.�
Mike came in, and stopped when he saw the four of us gathered around my computer. �Breaking news?�
I looked up. �Are you getting a tux delivered in France? For any reason?�
�Oh, yeah. There�s some charity thing Friday night.�
Kate�s head popped up. �And when were you going to tell Natalie this?�
His eyes flickered back and forth between all of us and he started to back up. �I can tell when I�m not wanted. I�ll just...go disappear.�
�Go have a boys� night with Paul!� Lauren yelled after him.
He ducked his head back in. �I�d rather be traded.�
I met his eyes. He grinned and wrinkled his nose at me and vanished.
The O�Connor women went with us to the airport, as they planned to do a little more exploring of the country while we were out of it. Kate gave me one last box before we left. �These are from Maggie. I know you said you could just pick up something in France, but Maggie had your size, and I thought�well, you don�t have to wear them if you don�t want to.�
�Thank you.� I took the box but didn�t look inside. �I�m sorry about digging up the past.�
She smiled painstakingly. �It�s time we got over it. We could have used you ten years ago.�

Chapter Twenty

So. The thing about the Eiffel Tower? It was big.
That shouldn�t have surprised me. When it was first built in 1890, it was the tallest building in the world, and at fifteen hundred feet it still rose above the rest of Paris, the most iconic part of an incredibly iconic skyline.
Yet at first, catching glimpses of the monument between Haussmann�s elegant apartments as our taxi zoomed through the streets, it looked like no more than a toy. Even when we reached the narrow, tree lined streets of the seventh arrondissement�the neighborhood that housed the Tower, upscale homes and our touristy hotel�and a leg of the structure peaked through at the cross streets, I thought, oh, that�s not that big.
Then we dropped off our bags, walked over and looked up.
And up.
It was like a monster. A gorgeous metallic beast that cut into the sky, so large that when you stood by one of the legs it blocked out everything else.
We climbed to the first level, and then took the elevator to the top. Paris spread out before us, as different from Kilkarten as New York from the Andes. To the south, the Champs du Mars spread out before us, a patch of green amidst the elegant tan and gray buildings with their turrets and balconies. A dark, shadowy rectangle sprung up in the distance like a blot against the skyline, while just slightly to the left the much more pleasing golden dome of Napoleon�s tomb marked another park. Farther on came the Seine and its bridges. The shadow of the tower stretched across the green water, pointing toward the Arc de Triumph and its many avenues. Closer, the palace and gardens of the Trocad�ro curved toward us.
Gazing at it made my heart expand in my chest, until I felt like I might float off, fueled by admiration and happiness and joy and beauty. And then I turned my back on it all and kissed Mike until I thought sheer euphoria would carry me off.
When I drew back, he was grinning so hard his dimple showed. �What was that for?�
I kissed the dimple. �It is a rule that you kiss on top of the Eiffel Tower.�
He slid his arms around my back and pulled me closer. �That so?�
�In fact, if you weren�t here, I�d just have to walk up to some stranger and kiss him.�
For lunch, we spread out a blanket halfway between the monument and the military academy on the other side of the park. Like-minded tourists and locals surrounded us. Children raced tricycles while their parents chatted on green benches.
Men jangling Eiffel Tower keychains walked about, targeting camera-wearing tourists and extracting exorbitant amounts of money. A man with dozens of roses moved from couple to couple.
�Don�t do it,� I muttered to Mike as the salesman walked determinedly toward us. �Don�t make eye-contact. Say non, merci.�
Bouquets were shoved in our faces. �Hello, monsieur! A flower for your beautiful lady?�
Mike looked up. �Yeah, sure.�
I stared at him. �What?� He was not going to buy an overpriced, touristy flower. No. No way. Ridiculous! Unbelievable!
Mike handed me a red rose.
I buried my nose in it, and then frowned at him as the man walked away. �You know they marked this up like five-hundred percent.�
�Do you like it?�
I inhaled the strong, heady perfume, deep and rich and velvet. �Maybe.�
�Isn�t Ecuador famous for roses? Or is that bananas?�
I laughed. �Both.� We unpacked the picnic we�d brought: a baguette, a wheel of Camembert, slices of ham and tiny, dark grapes. �They have these giant rose farms, and they�re just stunning�full and deep and perfect. They�re some of the most beautiful flowers I�ve ever seen. And I�m just a walking clich�roses are my favorite.� I tore off a chunk of bread and unwrapped the cheese. �But they breed them for beauty, not fragrance, and so they have almost no scent. And I always sort of thought a rose without a scent was like a person without a soul.�
He stopped assembling his sandwich and grinned widely. �Look at you. Yeats two-point-oh.�
I laughed. �What can I say. If I don�t find Ivernis, I can always write greeting cards.�
Afterward, we dusted off the crumbs and took pictures of each other in front of the Tower. A girl, not much older than Anna, watched with a beleaguered expression as we took selfies and finally walked over, determination in her step and resignation in her voice. �Want me to take that for you?�
Despite her self-sacrificial tone, she took six pictures in quick succession. When she handed the camera back and strode away, she only made it twenty yards before visibly sighing and walking over to another hopeless couple.
So then we spent the next twenty minutes watching her as her instinct to help overpowered her desire to ignore everyone. �I always daydreamed about being a spy,� I admitted when she finally headed out of view. �Probably stemmed from my nosiness.�
He rolled over onto his stomach. �Not a bad cover, being an archaeologist. Good reason to travel and bug people.�
I grinned and waved my flower in his face. �It�s actually a classic. Archaeologists have been spying since the first world war.�
�What? No way.�
I relaxed back on my elbows, admiring the drifting clouds. �My favorite story is about this Egyptologist who passed messages in hieroglyphs, and just told the occupiers that it was an inscription he needed help translating.� I raised my brows. �See? We are the most badass profession.�
�Yeah, yeah. You�d make an awful spy.�
�You don�t think I�d make an awesome femme fatale?� I fluttered my lashes at him.
I�d completely been kidding, but his gaze went dark and he reached out to brush my hair behind my ear. My heart fluttered. Mike made me feel like I was as stunning and amazing as any woman that graced the silver screen.
Then a crew of loud American boys tripped over their own feet, and we pulled apart as they milled before us and pushed one of their members forward. He cleared his throat and performed the ubiquitous chin nod at Mike. �Hey. Are you Michael O�Connor?�
I�d been with my mother a handful of times when she�d been recognized. She�d always slipped out the scornful half smile, the drops of disdain. If they offered a hand she raised her brows, if they smiled she frowned.
Mike grinned. �Yeah, that�s me. What are you guys doing here?�
They were study abroad students at Sciences Po, and they clamored for Mike�s attention. A couple of them checked me out until Mike blatantly wrapped his arm around me. And then, so easily I barely noticed it was happening, he extricated us from the group, leaving them with shining eyes and puffed up chests.
�You�re good at that.�
�Ryan and I used to make bets about how fast we could get out.� He let out a laugh. �You should see Keith. If he gets bored he walks away from people mid-sentence. Abe pretends his mom�s calling.�
�Aw, that�s a cute one.�
�Yeah, that�s why he does it. Subtle publicity work when he�s hemmed in by old ladies. I don�t think he pulls that one on guys.� He quirked a brow. �Speaking of mothers. I have some ideas for how we should spend the rest of the day.�
�Like eating bonbons and checking out the Louvre and the gadgetty, steampunky museum?�
For one hopeful moment, interest distracted him, and then he leveled a deliberate look at me. �Like I looked up your mother.�
I let my head thump down on him. �Nooo.�
He marched on. �Apparently, when she moved to Paris at thirteen, she lived in model housing in, coincidentally, this neighborhood.�
All of a sudden hot anger swamped me. I shoved my hair out of my face. �Who cares? What do you want to do, traipse around her old stomping grounds? What�s that going to do?�
He shrugged, still keeping those light, steady eyes fastened on me. �It�s where she grew up.�
I snorted. �She never grew up.�
�Can you blame her?�
I tilted my head, some of my anger fading at the odd note in his voice.
He stared at the Eiffel Tower. �She spent years working when she should have been having a childhood.�
I also looked at the metal structure. �It got her fame and money.�
�Was it worth it?�
He looked so calm, his chiseled face imperturbable. It struck me how few people he ever let in, how few realized there was anything behind the charm. �I don�t know. Was it?�
He turned back to me and reached out to trace my cheekbone with his finger. �I�m just saying. It was a large part of her life.�
I laced my hand through his. �All right, then. Let�s go.�
* * *
The walk through the narrow streets was beautiful. Even the tourist shops added flare. Bright scarves caught our attention from sidewalk stands. Every block seemed to have a boulangerie piping the scent of fresh, crusty baguettes into the air. Small, round pastries and fruit glazed with sugar filled their windows. We almost smacked into a man carrying a giant slab of half-alive meat into the boucherie, and almost keeled over from the yellow perfume of the fromageries.
I was in heaven.
Little nooks and crannies kept jumping out at us, demanding our attention: a hidden churchyard with a mossy fountain; a marble plaque on a building declaring this the site where two members of La R�sistance died. A florist shop with such beautiful bouquets; a tour crawling by on Segways; a park with an old Metro sign done up in beautiful Art Deco style.
The model house was tucked away, down two quiet streets, through a gate and a private garden. The gate pushed open, though it looked like it was supposed to be latched, and we walked past potted plants and into the small lobby of the building.
On one wall, bright flyers waved in the summer breeze as the door fell shut behind us, while straight ahead a man in a suit glanced up from behind a counter. He didn�t quite frown as he took in everything from our sandals to my ponytail, but he spoke with no little disdain. �Puis-je vous aider?�
My French, which I�d had to learn for grad school, was decidedly rusty. I cleared my throat and tried anyway. �Ma mere avait l�habitude de vivre ici. Pouvons-nous jeter un coup d��il?�
He heard my accent and didn�t even bother speaking in French. �The residences are private.�
�Oh. Desole. Merci.�
Mike leaned closer. �What�d you say?�
�Just that my mom used to live here and we wanted to look around.� I shrugged and turned. �Well, that was a fail.�
Mike grabbed my arm. �Hey, no.� He turned back to the man. �Her mom lived here for five years.�
I twisted so I could catch his wrist and tugged him toward the door. �It�s not a big deal. We tried.�
The man behind the counter didn�t deign to chime in.
Mike reached into his pocket, and I yanked harder on him, embarrassment rising. �Mike. There�s not even anything to see.�
Behind us, the entrance bell chimed, and another wave of summer air swept in. I tugged again, determined to catch the door and be on our way. Two tall girls in slimming black passed us, chattering rapid-fire in some language I didn�t understand. They looked at Mike and one giggled.
�Come on, Nat. Don�t you want to talk to them?� To the man he said, �There must be some way��
�Non. This is a private house. You can not just barge in.� He let out a puff of air. �It is this entitled attitude��
Mike squared his shoulders. �Come on, man��
�Mike, let�s just go��
From another door, a man emerged, this one short and broad. �Ce qui se passe?�
The first man responded in rapid fire French far beyond me, but his frantic gestures made it quite clear we were disturbing the peace. �See?� I hissed at Mike. �Now it�s a whole issue.�
�Jesus, Nat, I�ve never seen you so worked up.� He pulled up his most soothing smile. �Uh, bonjour. Ma copine et moi would like to look around. Is that okay?�
Okay, he looked up how to say girlfriend in French. If I wasn�t so tense, I might find that cute.
But seriously, he couldn�t just smile and ask the same question over and over and hope the answer would change.
The second man opened his mouth, his gaze flicking over to include me as he spoke. �It is against policy��
He stopped, and his jaw dropped almost comically. �Oh, putain.�
The other man glanced at him quickly, and then stared me down. I stood frozen.
Mike leaned over to murmur in my ear. �I�m going to assume that was something like sacre-bleu, which is the only French curse I know.�
Something like. �Hi.� I self-consciously pushed my hair back. He obviously recognized me�recognized my mother in me. �I�m Natalie Sullivan. My mother used to live here.�
�You have her eyes.� He dropped the Hs so the sentence was almost entirely a river of vowels.
I smiled uncomfortably.
�Such a great model, your mother.� He ran his eyes up and down my body. �You also?�
�Me? Model? No. No. I�m an archaeologist.�
Apparently that wasn�t as cool as modeling, because his nose crinkled slightly. He craned his head to see me from different sides, and then nodded. �You are tall enough.�
Well, excellent.
The man nodded, then turned to Mike. His gaze lingered on the red hair. �This is your boyfriend.�
�Yes. This is Mike O�Connor. He plays football�American football�in New York.�
�Ahh...� The man�s expression made his thoughts on American football very clear.
�We didn�t mean to bother you�we just thought we�d stop by�we were in the area��
�Come. I will do your eyes.�
�No.� I would have backed away if I didn�t have a two-hundred pound weight holding my arm. �That�s okay. I just wanted to see where she lived.�
�Yes, I know. I will show you and tell you about her as I do your eyes.� He walked away, not waiting to see if we�d follow. �I met her when she first arrived. She was underfed, and underdressed, and she cried every night because she was lonely and didn�t speak French. She used to sing in Russian before she fell asleep.� His voice trailed off as he rounded a corner.
I couldn�t help it. I ran after him. �When did she learn French?�
�Mmm. I taught her. That�s why I came here, you know? Not because of my art. Ah, no, that is why I came here, but not why the agency took me. They took me because I speak Hungarian and Russian and they needed someone to help the new girls. And I wasn�t much older than them.�
�So what was she like? When she first came?�
�Like everyone. Here.� He led us up a cement staircase and into a hall. He narrowed his eyes at Mike. �Men are not allowed here.�
I grabbed Mike�s arm, not intending to let him go. Mike slid me a smile. �And yet here we are.�
The man let out a puff of air, his cheeks inflating and deflating in exasperation. �Only because you are with Mademoiselle Bocharov.�
�It�s Sullivan,� I corrected.
His nose crinkled again, and I half expected him to say something along the lines of �how plebian.� How bougie? Instead, he walked us to the end of the hall. �This is the kitchen. Each girl has a small fridge.� He gestured at a wall filled with what looked like cubbies, and opened one to reveal a one by one foot space packed with milk and fruit.
The rest of the room was pretty spartan, with just one small table by the windows. Two hot plates. One microwave. No toaster, no oven. �And they eat here?�
�Mostly they eat downstairs. But they can keep snacks here.�
He led us across the hall, and opened the door to a common room. Two couches sat on beige colored carpeting, and a bookcase filled with worn paperbacks stood against the far wall. Closer to us, a flat screen TV played a British show to the three girls in the room. They looked up briefly when we entered.
Our guide waved. �The common room.�
The smallness and gray walls would have been depressing, except that out of the corner of the window, you could just see part of the Eiffel Tower rising into the sky.
How surreal.
For the first time, I actually tried to picture Mom here. Here, in this room, which looked like it hadn�t changed since the eighties. Sitting on those flat cushions of the brown tweed couch, staring at the screen, or out the windows, at the rooftops and wires and the metal structure rising above all of it.
What did she want out of life when she was here? How did she think her life was going to end up?
Mike tugged on my hand, and I realized the man was off again, down the hall with unexpectedly fleet feet, until he reached the end of the hall. He rapped on a door. �C�est Carl.�
The door opened, and a tall, skinny girl stood before us, with prominent cheekbones and a long, thin blade of a nose. She�d bound her hair up in a sleek bun, like a ballerina. �Quoi?�
�C�est la fille de Madame Bocharov.� To me, he said, �This was your mother�s room.�
I could hardly believe he remembered her actual room, but I still found myself looking past the teenager to the tiny, boxy space. Clothes were draped over chairs and the two twin beds, black stretchy things with sparkles and oversized sweaters that confused me.
On the opposite wall, the window looked out toward another building. A tree waved its leaves at us. Above the beds, photos and posters formed colorful wallpaper.
It wasn�t depressing, exactly. It was just... I couldn�t help looking back at the girl. She watched me with narrowed eyes. They weren�t like Anna�s, who must have a year or two on this girl. Anna�s eyes were angry sometimes and young at others. This girl just looked watchful. �I didn�t know she had children.� Her accent was thick and strange.
�Just me.�
�You have her email? Her agent�s?�
Fourteen or fifteen and trying to network.
Carl scowled. �Don�t bother Mademoiselle Bocharov.�
�It�s okay.� I swallowed and smiled at the girl. �Where are you from?�
�Ukraine.�
�And how long have you been here?�
�One year.�
�And do you like it?�
Her gaze flickered to Carl. �I love it. I have a good job, good friends. I live in the best city in the world. Though I would like to go to New York.�
I had no idea if I believed her. She sounded sincere. Maybe she was. Maybe my mother had been, when she recalled her memories here. I�d always thought my mom couldn�t have been old enough at fourteen to know what she wanted.
But maybe I was just being judgmental?
Mike jumped into the silence with a smile. �Everyone in New York wants to come to Paris.�
The girl darted a glance at him from under her long, spiky lashes, and then she smiled. For the first time she looked like a teenager, shy and cheeky. �Then they will all have to like me, because I have already lived here and can tell them all the best places.�
Mike laughed. I tried to, but didn�t get more than a dry huff. �What do you want to do when you grow up?�
Her eyes brightened. �I want to be like Tamara. I want to be the most beautiful model in the world, and to wear all the best designers and to marry a prince.�
�Oh.� I didn�t know what to say. Anxiety and confusion and weirdness muddled around in my belly.
Carl coughed for attention, and then nodded to the girl and started on his way. Like a dazed child, I also nodded and followed him off, Mike beside me as we headed for the elevator.
�Mlle. Bocharov!� The girl�s young voice piped down the hall. �Can I have your email?�
Carl turned and barked down the hall, �Leave the mademoiselle alone!�
She ducked her head. I swallowed, trying to decide whether to say anything, and then the elevator arrived and Carl ushered us inside.
Back on the first floor, he led us deeper into the building, and I followed, lost in my own mind�s maze, until I realized we were standing in an airy space, with mirrors and tools and sprays. It smelled like hair and product and I stopped without telling my feet.
Carl went toward one of the stations but I remained in my door. Mike ran his hand up my arm. �You okay?�
I shook my head. �Remember when I said your mom must feel like she was in a fairytale, meeting all those people and seeing places she�s only heard stories of? It�s the same for me here. I feel like I fell into one of my mother�s stories. Like I�m not in reality anymore.� I reached up my palms to frame his face. �Except for you. You are the one real, true thing here.�
Mike regarded me seriously. �I wanted you to come here because it helped me so much when you made me face my own mother. But we don�t have to stay.�
I brushed my lips feather-light across his. �Thank you. But I will.�
Carl had waited�not patiently�for Mike and my moment to be over, and as soon as it was, he gestured at one of the seats. �Please.� He didn�t sound like he was begging; it sounded more like a reprimand.
First, he brushed back my hair until it lay tight against my skull, and then wound it all up at the crown of my head. Then he tilted my head back until it touched the wall, had me close my eyes, and had at my face with brushes and sponges and who knew what else.
It didn�t feel so bad. Kind of like going to the hairdresser, where the hair washing felt almost like a massage. Here he rubbed on the moisturizer, the base, all the time keeping up a running patter about my mother. I interrupted at one point. �But was she happy here?�
He paused. �She used to dance in the halls. She was popular with the other girls. She was a hard worker.� He teased almost absently at my hair. �She laughed so much I still remember when she did not, when she talked about her family, who she sent her money to. She was so grateful she could do that.�
I�d never thought about her being grateful. When she talked to or about my grandparents, who had moved to Florida after she moved to the States, it was always with a high degree of irritation.
I�d never thought about her laughing.
Carl�s torture of my eyes was the worst. I stared up into the ceiling light as Carl poked at my lower lid so much I thought I might cry. �The light bothers you?� he asked at one point. I said yes, and he made a hmmph, and didn�t change anything.
�Fini,� he said with satisfaction some time later, and turned me towards the mirror.
I looked like her.
Some of it was just tricks�the streamlining and darkening of my brows, the highlighting of cheekbones until they looked sharper than usual, the pink gloss on my lips, when I only ever wore nude and Chapstick. But mostly it came from the way he�d done my eyes, just like he�d done my mother�s eyes, when she was even younger than me. They looked the same, heavily done up in black, the lashes sooty, the shadows silvery. My eyes were huge in a face that looked poreless: huge and strange and familiar. With so much liner surrounding them, they seemed separated from me�this all seemed separated from me.
I spun my chair to look at Mike.
He looked back steadfastly. With anyone else, I might have made a joke about looking ridiculous or how a football player was probably used to glammed up model makeup.
With Mike, I just offered a small lift of my shoulders.
And he smiled that perfect crooked smile. �You look like the goddess of wisdom and war.�
Some strange, deep emotion welled up, something I couldn�t name but that stirred in my chest and made the back of my eyes feel bright with almost-tears. Warm wind seemed to brush the back of my neck.
I reached out a hand to Mike, and he caught it. I swallowed and turned to Carl. �Thank you.�
He smiled. �She was my favorite, ta mere. Light and laughter. You must tell her to come back and visit. Tell her she is missed.�
* * *
�Hi, Mom.�
�Darling?� I could hear rustling in the background. Was she still in bed? �Good morning. Oh, no, what�s the time over there? Afternoon?�
I only ever heard my mother�s accent in the first seconds of a phone call. Never in person, and never for more than half a minute on the phone. But for those thirty seconds I could hear a faint, lilting mesh of European accents, based on Russian, smoothed over by French. Then she went back to sounding like Mom. �Yeah, it�s almost four.�
�So what are you doing?� More rustling, like she was getting comfortable. �You�re not working today, are you?�
�Uh, no.� I glanced out our hotel window at the courtyard. I couldn�t see Mike, who I knew was snacking down below to give me privacy, but instead saw the pale green roof and a black cat creeping along it. It stopped to stare at me with unblinking yellow eyes, and I thought of the Art Nouveau poster of Le Chat Noir. Remembered it was a cabernet house from the nineteenth century. Wondered if my mother had gone to any of the clubs up in Montmartre. �I�m actually in Paris.�
�What?� Her voice rose, and I heard a door open and close. I imagined her moving into the dining room, settling at the kitchen counter, kept impeccably clean by the twice-a-week cleaning staff. �What are you doing there?�
�Well, uh, I told you about Mike, right? The guy who owns Kilkarten? Well, we thought we�d travel for the weekend, so we�re here.� I swallowed. �Actually, we went to your old housing. I met this guy named Carl.�
She didn�t speak for a long time, and when she did, she sounded absolutely stunned. �Wow, Carl. That brings me back.�
In the dusk, the window slowly darkened. My reflection brightened, a ghost before the alley, my strange eyes limned in the glass. �Actually�it�s sort of funny�he did my makeup.� I laughed awkwardly.
Another pause. �Oh, Natalya. You must look beautiful.�
I swallowed. �Well, you know me. It�s not really my thing.�
�I know.�
My ear hurt, so I switched hands, and tried to keep myself from nervously pressing the phone flat against my head. �I look like you. I always thought I looked more like Dad, but I guess a lot of it�s just how you�re made up.�
Her voice softened. �Do you remember when you were little? And I used to take you to Sherri�s and she would do both of our faces?�
�That was weird, Mom. I was way too young.�
She didn�t respond.
I shifted uneasily. �You know what I mean. I didn�t want to do any of that stuff. The makeup or the dresses.�
�I know. I just thought... You were so beautiful.�
�You�re my mom. You weren�t supposed to think I needed makeup to be beautiful.�
�Oh, Natalie. Oh, I don�t.�
�I know. I just... And then it�s so weird here.�
�Are you crying?�
�No.� I pressed my fingers to the corners of my eyes and tried to soak up the water. �And ruin all of Carl�s work?�
�Will you send me pictures?�
�Pictures?� I laughed shakily. �Why?�
�I don�t know. I�d like to see you. I bet you look all grown up.�
�I am grown up.�
�I know.�
�Anyways.� I cleared my throat. �How are you?�
�Good. Good. Nothing new.�
�How�s Dad?�
�He�s working.�
Dad was always working. �Are you being social? Have you got lunch with Linda or Janice lately?�
�Linda and I are meeting tomorrow, yes.�
A silence fell, and I took a deep breath, trying to suck it away, tired of all the silences that always formed. �Mom, I�m really sorry if I didn�t appreciate it when you took me out. I know it was how you bonded. I just�I didn�t know that then. I wanted to play catch.�
�I know. You always wanted to be one of the boys. I never forgave your father for not including you more.�
�Carl was talking about how happy you were here, and I guess�I don�t know, I want you to be happy. Mike�s mom has some�weird issues with her late husband�s old girlfriend, and they�re all messed up, and I don�t want us to be messed up, and I�m sorry if I was judgmental and a bad daughter.�
�Natalie. Natalie, slow down. You�re not a bad daughter.�
�Are you happy? Were you really happy here?�
She was silent for a minute, and when she spoke she sounded far away. �I remember Paris with rose-tinted glasses, so what do I know? But what I remember was wonderful. And that�s enough for me.� She cleared her throat. �Sometimes I worry you like that feeling too. But so much that you move around quickly, so that you can always be looking back at something with fondness.�
I bit my lip. �I�ve been sort of thinking about that. And I was thinking that if this works out�I really like it in Kilkarten. Of course, it�s impossible to know anything until it happens, but I think I would be happy to have that and New York. I don�t think I would need anything else. Right now, I don�t even want it.� I saw the clock. Almost dinner. �I should go. But Carl said to tell you to come visit. He said you were missed.� I paused. �I miss you, Mom.�
�I miss you too, sweetheart. I�ll see you in two months.�
* * *
I clicked off and went downstairs. Mike sat in the miniscule courtyard, eating rolls dotted with large sugar crystals like popcorn. I dropped down in the wicker chair beside him.
�Thank you for taking me here.� I felt light. Whole. Like I�d shed some weight, the burden of misconception and worry and anger and guilt. �I�ve never understood my mother. I always thought it was so horrible, being wrenched away from your family at such a young age and living where she didn�t even speak the language. And I know Mom always talked like she liked it, but I thought that was some weird, messed up psychological thing, because how could you? But maybe she really did. I think I have a hard time admitting other people�s points of view are okay when they�re radically opposed to my own. Maybe I never even listened to her.�
�So you made a conclusion about your parents and might have been wrong.� He gave me that crooked smile I loved so much. �Must be crazy.�
I tilted my head back and saw that same black cat still perched on the turret. �I think my mom�s a lot smarter than I give her credit for.�
He started laughing. I straightened, startled.
�Join the club,� he said, and kissed me between bursts of laughter. �Join the fucking club.�

Chapter Twenty-One

We had dinner on rue Cler, a pedestrian street made of cobblestones and tourists. We ate outside, a candle on our table, a flower shop on one side, a chocolate shop across the street. I could have sat for hours watching all the people go by: the speeding locals, the chatting shop owners, the tourists who looked from their guidebooks to one restaurant and then another.
Instead, I watched Mike.
He ordered one of every appetizer, and then talked animatedly, hands waving, eyes sparking. He told me about his friends, his teammates, the last season and his hopes for the next. They�d drafted two players that were supposed to be amazing. They�d also traded for a new linebacker.
He made me so happy.
We laughed all through dinner, and then flagged the waiter down for dessert. He looked at us with exquisite boredom. �You will take the cr�me caramel?�
I ventured a quick glance at Mike. Did something about us say cr�me caramel? �Um�I was thinking the chocolate cake.� I looked to Mike for confirmation, and he shrugged agreeably.
The waiter�s nostrils flared. �Americans always order the cr�me caramel.�
Then I definitely didn�t want it. �The cake.�
He raised his chin and left.
Mike was already on it. �Whoa.�
I leaned forward, trying to read his phone, and he flipped it my way. �The president had the cr�me caramel here.�
�What? He came here?� I spun my head after the waiter. �Maybe we should also get the flan.�
Mike grinned. �I thought you didn�t like being a tourist.�
I kissed him quick. �It�s Presidential Flan. There are exceptions for everything.�
* * *
We walked back to the hotel hand in hand. It made my heart fill, like too much had been poured into it, like it couldn�t contain all this happiness. And then we reached our street and a view of the Eiffel Tower. It started sparkling, dancing bursts of light, and I couldn�t help it, I just reached out and started kissing Mike as though I needed him more than oxygen.
�We don�t really need to go to this party,� he said.
I laughed. �But look at my war paint! And my armor should�ve been delivered by now. We have to go.�
The hotel had left the dress on the bed, but I ducked into the bathroom to put it on. Tiny spangles made the dress shine and sparkle. I spun and watched the dress flare. Good thing I�d brought spandex.
I really did look like my mother. I made her face, pursing my lips and letting a tiny sneer crinkle my nose as I widened my eyes at the mirror.
It was so spot on that my giggles carried a hint of shock.
Mike knocked a fist against the door. �If you�re in there all night, we really won�t get to this thing and Rach and Bri will kill me.�
I tugged on the hem and shouted back. �It�s shorter than I thought.�
�Good!�
I grinned and pulled the shoes out of the box. Silver pumps with a slightly narrowed point. How long had Maggie owned them? They were classic enough to fit in today, but I�d bet they�d been around at least two decades. But they fit, lifting me up to six feet. They made my legs stretch on forever and the dress danced against my thighs. At least I had damn good ones from hiking around Kilkarten.
Not quite Cinderella�s slippers, but maybe Ariel�s legs, because I sure as hell felt like a fish out of water tonight.
I pushed the door open, feeling unusually self-conscious. I started to speak for Mike�s attention, but the words dried up as I watched him fiddle with his cuffs. He looked absolutely stunning in his black formalwear. Prince Charming, if we were being thematic.
He looked up with a smile, his mouth already forming a quip, and then I watched it all fall away in surprise. His eyes lingered on my legs, and then slowly rose to my face. �You look incredible.�
I did a little shimmy. �Kinda like a disco ball, right?�
He smiled, but his eyes stayed hooded and focused as he came toward me. His voice wasn�t much more than a murmur. �Not exactly what I was thinking.� His arm slid around my waist and pulled me against him. I lifted my head. With the additional two inches, my lips brushed perfectly against his, and I almost considered staying in too.
But. We were meeting his friends. I drew away. �We�re already in our fancy clothes. Let�s go.�
* * *
We took a taxi to the hotel. Mike didn�t say anything, but I saw his lips twitch as he pulled the door open. So. He remembered me making a stink about taxis that spring night in New York.
But I didn�t mind, because taking a taxi in Paris was different than in New York. It was a tour of narrowed streets and old buildings, of trees heavy with greenery and outdoor caf�s. We crossed the Seine on a bridge lined with golden statues. Behind us, the Eiffel Tower rose up, bright gold against the blue dusk. �It�s like being in a movie.�
�That�s what I thought when I first moved to New York.�
I twisted around to see him. �You? A tried and true Bostonian?�
He lowered his head close enough that our lips almost brushed. �I didn�t say it was a good movie.�
On the other side of the bridge, we passed palaces dressed as museums, with huge posters of artwork hanging down their sides and lines of people curving up the steps. We turned onto the Champs-�lys�es, that great, grand boulevard that ran through the center of the city. I caught a glimpse of the Place de la Concorde, where Marie Antoinette and countless others died, where today an obelisk from Egypt struck up into the darkening sky.
The hotel stood just outside the city limits, built sometime in the eighties when nothing was allowed to rise over a hundred and twenty one feet. Even with the new zoning laws, buildings couldn�t rise too high; nothing could ruin the famous Parisian skyline.
�Okay,� Mike said when we were in the elevator. �Here�s my technique at these things. Smile a lot. Laugh at people who need affirmation of their own cleverness.�
�You get a lot of those?�
He looked vaguely suffering. �It�s the entire one percent.�
We got out of the elevator into a room of low lights and voices, lower couches, and a sweeping glass panorama of Paris. Glittering people circulated before the backdrop. A woman in black watched me with narrowed eyes. Did she know how out of place I was?
I ignored her and took in the view. The entire city was laid out in a stream of bright streaks, from the toy-sized tower to the star of avenues surrounding the Arc de Triomphe.
I�d just turned back to Mike when someone flung her arms around him. It took me a moment to recognize the sleek haired brunette in impeccable make-up and a fitted red dress as Rachael Hamilton. Her own eyes widened on seeing me. �Wow, you�re much...taller than I remembered.�
I lifted a foot. �It�s the heels. Also, I think having my hair coiled at the top of my head adds to the illusion.�
She studied me a minute longer, and then her eyes relaxed. �It�s good to see you, even if I have to crane my neck to do it.�
Mike gave Rachael an absent pat on the back, his eyes searching the room. �I�m going go find the guys.� He squeezed my hand. �Be right back.�
We both watched him go. I felt slightly amazed. �Wow. He was super into me before we arrived and now I�ve been abandoned in the first thirty seconds.�
Rachael laughed. �They�ve been friends a long time. I�m sure they�ll all be back in a minute. I�ll show you our table.�
She led me over to some low couches, and Briana Harris, former star of Boomerang, a pretty decent show about the boomerang generation. She drew her eyes over me and frowned. �You don�t look how I remember.�
I was surprised she�d actually remembered me at all, given that she�d met me for half a minute outside Radio City Music Hall.
�In fact,� she said, taking a sip of wine, �You look like Tamara Bocharov.�
Rach dropped down, and I also sat. She pushed a plate of cheese and grapes at me. �That�s because she�s Bocharov�s daughter.�
I swiveled her way. �Did Mike tell you that?�
�No. I just have extensive Googling skills.�
Briana sat up straight. �Why didn�t you tell me that?�
Rachael rolled her eyes. �I guess I was caught up in the ohmigod, archaeology�s awesome thing. Sorry.� She flashed me a smile. �I�m glad you came. I thought you and Mike looked good together.�
I was still processing that they knew about my mother, and that for once I was realizing it wasn�t as big a deal as I�d always blown it up to be. �Really?�
�Okay, not at first. But Mike had never been so tight lipped about anyone before�he sounded almost mad at you when he first mentioned you. But I�d really liked you in our two-second meeting, so I decided to experiment.�
Bri shook her head. �Your tact is incredible.�
�But I was right, wasn�t I? They�re here together. And when Ryan came back from minicamp, he said Mike was�� Rachael stopped and looked at me. �Well, I think I was right.�
I was having a very surreal moment where I pictured Mike and Ryan Carter wearing their uniforms and talking about me while practicing plays. And then Ryan Carter turning around and discussing me with his girlfriend. I just could not picture that.
Bri sighed forlornly. �Malcolm didn�t say anything. He doesn�t believe in gossip.�
�Malcolm is obviously a better person then the rest of us. I�ve learned to live with that.�
The two smirked at each other, their long-term friendship obvious, and I felt left out for half a heartbeat before they turned back to me. They were funny and inclusive and I relaxed, even as I noticed�or maybe imagined�people glancing my way several more times.
�So you guys do this a lot?� I asked. �The fancy dress thing?�
�Kinda weird, right?� Rachael popped a tartin smeared with brie and jam into her mouth.
Bri scoffed. �Rachael.�
Rachael chewed and made questioningly large eyes.
Bri turned to me. �This is my Rachael impression. �Oh! I have to go to a party and wear beautiful clothes! How peculiar! Excuse me while I look through my closet of sundresses and try to decide what to wear!��
Rachael finished chewing. �Shut up.�
Bri waved her hands above her chest. �I have fallen down the rabbit�s hole!�
I let out a snort of laughter.
Rach smeared more brie across another slice of bread. �You stink.�
Bri narrowed her eyes. �No. No bad puns. That�s why you�re dating Ryan, so I don�t have to put up with them.�
�I don�t know why you think they�re bad. They�re clearly brilliant.� Rachael appealed to me. �Don�t you think they�re brilliant?�
I held up my own hands, unable to stop grinning. �I just make bad analogies.�
Rachael grinned. �I can work with that.� Then her face closed down a little, to a simple polite smile, and I looked over my shoulder.
A woman with a press badge smiled winningly, a man with a camera beside her. �Pardon... Vous n��tes pas li� � Tamara Bocharov, �tes-vous?�
I had forgotten how much the eyes were done up.
I had forgotten my mother had thrived in this city.
Because she had thrived here. And I should be proud of that. I smiled up at the woman. �C�est ma mere.�
�You�re an American.� The woman passed a surprised glance to her friend. �I forgot Tamara married an American.�
He smiled winningly at us. �How about a photo?�
He arranged us in a trio, and I watched with interest as Rachael and Briana angled themselves like this was second nature. The photographer snapped away, thanked us, then they were on their way.
I watched them go. �That was weird.�
Bri shook her head. �It wasn�t weird. She writes for a women�s magazine, and you�re a supermodel�s daughter. It�s weird that no one shares gossip with me.�
I liked them. I liked it even better when Mike came back, and the six of us sat in our own circle. I was super awkward at first, because each time my gaze caught on the elegant planes of Malcolm Lindsey�s face or the shocking beauty of Ryan Carter, I felt like I had, as Briana�d said, fallen down the rabbit hole. If Ireland was emerald as Oz, this was strange as Wonderland, but wherever I was, I didn�t want to leave.
We returned to the hotel after three in the morning. They�d turned the Eiffel Tower off, which I didn�t know was possible, but it was black metal as our taxi wound back through the streets. We slipped into our room and then he was tugging my dress up over my arms, and I was pulling his shirt out of his pants and pushing at the buttons with more enthusiasm then helpfulness. These nice shirts of his were the bane of my existence.
His mouth descended on mine, his eyes dark and wanting, and I shuddered against him, gasping into his mouth and allowing his kiss even deeper. �Did I tell you,� he asked, as I pushed the shirt down his arms and started to blaze kisses across his sternum, �how beautiful you are today?�
I laughed up at him as my hands traced the defined planes and ridges of his stomach. �Because of my eyes?�
His hands gripped my shoulders, his thumbs playing against the tops of my breasts. His hands slid to my bra and undid it, and then he pulled me up and flush against him. �Because you are beautiful.� I reacted with a small moan. �You are strong, and smart, and stunning. You are absolutely everything�� He broke off and kissed me, a burning, intoxicating kiss. Fire spread through every part of me, and then I was boneless, thoughtless, running my hands over every part of him I could touch.
�Oh, God, Natalie,� he groaned, and he ripped my hand away and his dress pants off, and backed me against the wall. I needed him now. I needed to love him the way we were supposed to. His hands cupped my bottom and lifted my hips as I wrapped my legs around him. I could feel him trembling, his entire body shaking with the same need I felt. I flattened my breasts against him and pressed my lips to his. I poured myself into the kiss, all the emotions I didn�t know how to say, all the desire and joy and beauty he made me feel, and he lost control. I let out a shout and we rocked together, losing ourselves in fire and heat and each other.

Chapter Twenty-Two

In the late morning, we met up with the other four at a chocolate room on rue Rivoli. The boys grumbled about fitting their long limbs and broad shoulders into the limited space, but I noticed they ate plenty of the food.
Afterward we strolled through the Tuileries, the royal gardens that had become a public park before the Louvre. They seemed to stretch on forever, filled with manicured bushes and graceful statues and low pools of glinting water. Rachael had extremely strong opinions about what to do in Paris, which mostly consisted of art and food, and the rest of us were content to drift after her as she argued with Ryan about directions.
So we followed her down through the glass pyramid and back up into the palace. Bright wooden floors matched up with marble walls and grand arches, while high above egg-and-dart crownings lined the glass skylights. Endless art and people filled it, so much it was hard to know where to begin. We went heavy on the Egyptian, Near Eastern and Classical work, and then did a hit-and-run tour of the rest.
A crowd milled in front of The Mona Lisa, which, as I�d been warned, was kind of small and dark, but it was worth it, especially for the two girls who took one glance and then buried their heads in their phones in order to make it their statuses.
But I liked the next chambers better, light and airy despite the burgundy walls. If I turned around I could see a straight shot back to the Winged Victory, framed through a series of arches. These rooms were all filled with paintings I�d studied in art history classes. There was The Coronation of Napoleon and another portrait of Josephine reclining on a moss covered rock, as she was likely wont to do. Now I studied a suspiciously white Dido of Carthage as she chatted with Aeneas, pre break-up and suicide.
To my surprise, Ryan Carter came up as I stared at the huge expanse of paint. �So, archaeology.�
�Um.� I glanced at him a little nervously. Ryan was the golden boy of the New York Leopards, a triple threat quarterback. I�d never spoken directly to him, and despite spending the past couple months in close confines with one of his teammates, the fame and celebrity still shell-shocked me. �Uh-huh.�
�That�s what I wanted to do as a kid. Egyptology. Bet you get that a lot.�
I peeked at him quickly, but he still looked dead ahead at the painting. He was right, of course; half the people I encountered told me they�d wanted to be an Egyptologist. It was the kind of thing I usually just grinned and bore, though sometimes I wanted to jump down their throats and explain there was a huge difference between thinking and starting to do something and actually, say, doing it.
Not that I would ever say anything like that to Ryan Carter. �It�s not uncommon.�
He let out a breath of laugher. �Nice way of putting it. You finding a lot over there? At Kilkarten?�
Oh, boy. He knew about Kilkarten. �Not yet. I mean, we�ve found the basic stuff you�ll find digging anywhere in Ireland, but no burials or building remains.�
He nodded at the painting. He kind of looked like one of the busts we had walked past earlier, an idealized youth from the Classical Era. �Rachael really likes you.�
What did I say to that? �Thanks?�
�Because you�re smart and focused and dedicated to your work. That�s what matters to Rachael.�
Uh-oh. That didn�t sound like it boded well. �And I�m guessing you�re telling me this because you value other things.�
A small smile slipped out. �I figure it makes sense to check up on anything not part of the pattern.� He paused. �And so I wanted to know if you�re dating Mike out of convenience.�
Because I wasn�t part of Mike�s pattern. I turned so I stared straight at Carter, and waited until he turned and faced me. He stared me down, blue eyes cool, and I could see why opposing teams faltered under his steadfast gaze. Instead, I locked my shoulders and lifted my chin. �It�s not out of convenience.�
His eyes didn�t even twitch as they studied me, just scanned back and forth, like he was trying to read every move I�d made in the past and everything I planned for the future. �Good.�
I let out a breath. �Okay. I�m just gonna, go...� I jerked my thumb over my shoulder.
�Cool.� He locked his hands behind his back and turned back to the painting.
Holy shit, I didn�t want to get on his bad side.
I walked over to Mike. I almost wanted to make a joke, like �Your quarterback just interrogated me about my intentions towards you.�
But instead, I slipped my hand into his, and tugged slightly until he looked my way with a questioning lift of his brows. I raised my mouth to his lips. �Hey. I like you. You know that, right?�
He kissed me.
* * *
All the walking-and-stopping of the museum starved us, so we followed Rachael up to the Marais to get falafel. The Marais felt like Williamsburg, or maybe the West Village�trendy and hipstery and filled with boutiques. Rachael led us next by the H�tel de Ville, the massive and stunning seat of Parisian government, then through winding streets toward the two tiny islands in the middle of the Seine. She got distracted by the M�morial de la Shoah, turned bright red as she tried to dissuade the rest of us from feeling like we had to go in with her, and muttered to herself when Ryan grabbed her arm and towed her inside with the rest of us following. Then she squeezed Ryan�s hand hard enough that that I could see the white imprints from her fingers and nails.
We crossed a bridge onto a tiny, practically pedestrian island, where we stopped for ice-cream and to watch several street musicians. Then it was onward across another bridge to Notre Dame, which we came up at from behind, giving us the chance to admire the swooping flying buttresses and a small garden filled with roses.
While we waited in line in the grand plaza before the cathedral, the boys started wrestling. It began when Ryan started ribbing Mike about Notre Dame, Mike�s alma matter, and Mike had come back with some equally snarky remark about Ryan�s and now all three of them were jumping and turning, displaying a strength and flexibility that appeared almost unreal. People stopped to watch�not people who knew they were celebrities, just casual tourists struck by the beauty of their bodies, by the amazing abilities of the human form.
I watched them laughing. Watched Mike, the brightness in his eyes, the joy on his face. And my heart flipped. Just flipped over and said, yes, that�s right. That�s him.
Somewhere along the line I had fallen in love with Michael O�Connor.
I turned away, my heart beating wildly. What was I supposed to do now? What did you do when you ended up over your head?
I tried to focus on the church, on the saints and the gargoyles. Instead, I caught a glimpse of Rach and Bri, who had also paused to watch the boys, small smiles on their faces. Smiles I doubted they knew were there.
They had figured it out. Most people figured it out. Emotions were part of human life.
But I dealt with people and places long gone, not modern love. Not things that could affect me. And I stood by what I�d said; I agreed that the emotion of love was real. I was chock full of dopamine and norepinephrine and serotonin. But that didn�t make it lasting.
What did I do now? Let it run its course, enjoy it while it lasted, love Mike with all my heart�well, with all my complimentary brain-produced chemicals? That was surely the healthy thing to do, the way most people functioned.
But if you knew pain was coming�how did it make sense to put yourself straight in the path of all that agony and depression? Wasn�t it stupid to stand on train tracks, even if you couldn�t hear the train?
I lifted my gaze above the Cathedral�s three arched portals to the gallery of kings, all carved drapes and endless crowns. But there were no answers in the stone.
I was beginning to think that was always the case.
* * *
We returned to Ireland, and rain.
The O�Connor women picked us up at the airport. They�d cancelled their northern trip due to the endless downpour, and spent the weekend in Dublin, where they could stay dry in museums.
They were not thrilled to hear about France�s lack of rain.
I found all the water soothing. The way it streaked across the windows, the way the ocean pounded against the land and sent up angry white sprays. The world was bleached of every color but green and gray, turned into some strange altered landscape where everything blurred together.
Back at the inn, we settled before the fire, talking about our trips and drinking hot tea and devouring the pastries we�d brought back. I studied Mike�s face, the curl of his lips, the crinkle of his eyes. The dimple when he laughed out loud.
Maybe I could just tell him and follow up by saying I didn�t expect anything. That I just wanted to share. That I was trying to be emotionally open, but I didn�t want to tie him down or anything.
A knock sounded. Jeremy leaned on the doorframe. Scruff roughening his jaw, and two lines folded the skin between his brows. �Natalie. You�re back. Can I talk to you for a minute?�
�Of course.� I uncurled and stood. I could feel Mike�s eyes as I followed Jeremy, who led me up to his room. �How was your weekend? Is everything okay?�
He shook his head and dropped into his desk chair. I hovered nervously. �Did something happen while I was gone?�
He kept his eyes steady on mine. �An article was published about you this morning.�
I actually placed my hand on my chest, I was so surprised. �Me? What did it say?�
His head wavered back and forth. �About Tamara Bocharov�s daughter, actually.�
My throat dried up. �I don�t understand.� Why would anyone write an article about me as my mother�s daughter? And if they did, why would Jeremy care?
Unless it was really an article about Kilkarten. My arms wrapped around my waist. �What did it say?�
He let out a deep sigh. �The original article was gossip. Nothing really.�
�Because it is nothing. How did anyone even find out?�
His gaze went over me. �Because of him.�
I whipped my head around to find Mike crossing from the top of the stairs to Jeremy�s door. He stopped close enough that I could feel his warmth, and stared right back at Jeremy. �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Natalie�s always been able to fly under the radar before. No one cared who her mother was. But apparently when a famous running back�s dating a supermodel�s daughter, it gets some attention. Especially when she�s searching for a lost city.�
Oh, God, it sounded like a made for TV movie. It could only get worse if there were aliens. �You said the original article. There were more? There were pictures from Paris, weren�t there? And someone followed up. And...Ceile? He hasn�t said anything, though, has he?�
Jeremy looked away.
My stomach dropped. �Already?�
His jaw tightened. �It�s not pretty.�
Mike tried to get an explanation once more. �So some articles were written. Who cares?�
Jeremy sent him a hard, sharp, glare. �Natalie is a professional. She�s smart and dedicated, and you made her look ridiculous.�
�What are you talking about?�
�It�s the absurdity of it all,� I said miserably. �It�s hard enough to get people to take us seriously. No one will fund Jeremy to look for Ivernis anymore, since there�s been too much failure in the past. And Ceile�s done too good a job at making us look like we�re ridiculous questers. And now if I come across as some ditzy blonde who�s just�who�s just playing around in her boyfriend�s backyard with money a wonderful establishment gave me�it�ll look like a joke. No one will fund us, and we�ll never find Ivernis.� I looked up at Jeremy. �What are we going to do?�
Jeremy�s gaze softened slightly when he looked at me. �We keep digging.�
�I am so sorry. I�ll fix it. I promise.�
He closed his eyes. �The only way to fix it is to prove Ceile wrong.�
I was still nodding when he shut the door.
I sagged. Mike caught me, and for a minute I rested against him and wished I didn�t ever have to leave his arms. And then I straightened and walked into our room.
He closed the door and sat down across from me. �If anyone thinks less of you because of your mother, and because you�re dating me, they�re the idiots.�
I pulled my laptop closer. �And it would be fine if it was just about me and you. Then it would be funny. Silly, sweet.� The first article that popped up was exactly that, a saccharine account of our romance, accompanied by a picture of us in our formal wear. �Or at least just celebrity gossip of no interest to the real world.�
He lounged in his seat. �I forgot I didn�t live in the real world.�
I clicked back. The first article had been dumb and flirty and flattering, if you were a football player or a model and wanted to be flattered.
I didn�t want to click the second link. Instead, I looked at Mike. �But it�s ammunition for Dr. Ceile.�
I opened the page.
Mike sat down behind me, reading off the screen. ��Delusion Diggers.� Catchy.�
I rubbed my hands over my nose and mouth, unable to look away.
Mike leaned closer. ��Professor Anderson persists in his ridiculous quest for the lost city of Ivernis, accompanied by the daughter of �80s supermodel Tamara Bocharov, playing Willie Scott to his Dr. Jones.�� He let out a snort. �The nightclub singer? Played by Spielberg�s wife?�
�We have a limited number of pop culture references.�
��Sullivan may be easy on the eyes, but she spends more time frequenting Parisian galas with her American footballer boyfriend than working in the field.�� He leaned back and grinned at me. �I don�t know, isn�t this a case of being so ridiculous it�s funny?�
I was pretty grossed out that Ceile called me easy on the eyes. �I get what you mean, but it plays into the feud between Jeremy and Ceile. And Ceile�s winning. People want to believe that Jeremy�s crazy.�
He studied me for a long moment, and drew the computer toward him. He spun it back my way after a minute. �You�re not the only one damned by public opinion.�
Top Ten Football Scandals of the 21st Century
Leopards Linebacker Arrested for Drug Use
Bisons� Wide Receiver is Suspected of Battery
I sat there for a while. He had a point. Still... �It�s different when these are actually true.�
�You think every scandal you ever read about is true?�
I was silent.
�You can�t let it get to you. So people think you�re crazy. So what?�
I shook my head. �We can�t dig without grant money.�
He cocked his head. �But they�ll give you money if you find something. Just not if there�s nothing there, and you want to start looking for Ivernis all over again somewhere else.�
I looked at him for a long time, and he looked back. I closed my eyes and fell back against the bed. He was right. So why did I feel so uneasy?
The words drifted out of me. �You know, that�s the real problem. That I�m afraid he�s right. That there�s nothing here. And I�ve been avoiding that for so long. I�ve believed in Ivernis for years. I don�t want it to just stop existing.
�And even if I�m able to let it go...I don�t know if Jeremy can. I don�t want to make him. I certainly don�t want the press to blow it up in a huge thing. Haven�t we failed enough already?�
I felt the bed move as Mike lay down beside me. �You haven�t failed. You tried. That�s all you can ask of yourself.�
I kissed him. �It�s all we should ask. But both of us want more.�

Chapter Twenty-Three

When we came back from the field the next night, after another day of uneventful digging, the reporters had arrived. They came in droves, like locusts, like the eleventh plague, and they brought cameras and recorders and improper shoes. They had Irish brogues and Southern drawls and British vowels and American twangs. They were from The New Yorker and Sports Illustrated and Glamour and Vogue.
Not a single respected journal wanted to talk to us.
Then came the offers. Dear Ms. Sullivan, they wrote. We are so impressed with all the work you have done, and we want you to know that! Second, we are very curious in whether you currently are represented...if you currently are signed...if you are interested in working...
The only ones that didn�t have to do with modeling had to do with football.
I couldn�t do this. I couldn�t deal with reporters fixating on the wrong things.
Cam, at least, had a positive outlook. She video called the next day. �New life plan. You model to pay the excavation fees! I�m brilliant.�
I settled back against my pillows. �I�ve always thought that.�
�I can�t believe you were in Paris. You should�ve gone to the top of the Eiffel Tower, and I could�ve gone to the Empire State Building, and we should have called each other. And then, if our life was a movie, there�d be a split-screen view with both of us and it would be epic.�
I laughed. �Maybe you should�ve gone to the Statue of Liberty.�
�No, too much Frenchness in one frame. Unless there�s an American building in Paris? Oh. That would be good. We could make a poster. Wait, I need to Google this.�
�Wait, wait, no�Do it later. I need to talk to you about Mike.�
�What, about your undying love for him and how you want to have his babies?�
I pulled a pillow over my head.
�Oh my God. You�re fucking kidding me. What?�
�Should I even say anything? He�s going back to New York in two weeks. And, yes, I�ll go back to New York for the conference, but I don�t think we�re going to find anything here, so I�ll probably end up staying in Ireland with Jeremy, because it�s way easier to look at other sites here than from home. And I finished my classes, so there�s no real reason to be over there.�
�Um. Me. Besides, you�re obviously just making excuses. If you love him, you tell him.�
I tossed the pillow off and flopped over on my belly. �How? What�d you say to Rob?�
�Ugh, Rob.� She paused. �I guess we sort of trickled it in. Like, we�d sign emails. And then once he said �Love you� when we were hanging up the phone.�
�Well, that�s not going to work. He�s here in person.� I brightened. �Unless I wait until he leaves.�
�You�re such a coward. Haven�t you ever told a guy you loved him?�
I paused. �Kevin Diaz said he loved me.�
�The high school boyfriend you slept with on prom night? The one you said surrounded you with candles and rose petals and took your face in his hands��
�Hey, he was trying to be romantic! We were nervous!� I paused. �Do you think you can buy rose petals or did he have to pluck each one himself?�
She snapped her fingers in front of the camera. �Nat. Focus.�
�Right. I�m screwed.� I rolled over on the bed. �I can�t believe people are getting married and I can�t even tell my boyfriend how I feel.�
�Hello. I�m single. Oh, God, did you see that Tori from undergrad just posted two albums of her wedding? Go look at them.�
After dissecting the wedding of someone we never spoke to, I think we both felt better and like despicable human beings. �God, I miss you.�
�I miss you too. I wish you were here and we could make mudslides and hate watch reality TV and I could give you excellent tips on love confessions.�
I tugged the blanket up and rolled around a bit until I was securely snuggled beneath it. I eyed my book on the bed stand. �Maybe I should quote Yeats.�
�Is he romantic?�
�I�m not really sure. The intro said he was obsessed with some woman?�
�Like Heathcliff obsessed, or...�
I flipped the book open. �He proposed to her six times. At least he was poetic about the obsession.� I paused. �Wouldn�t it be nice if every time you got catcalled, it came out as a line of poetry? We should patent that.�
�No. Because that�s called magic, not science.�
�Right.� I took a deep breath. �Maybe I just won�t say anything.�
�For God�s sake. Just tell him after you have sex.�
I nodded slowly. �Okay. Okay, I can do that.�
�Wait, actually, if Yeats was a creeper that would be totally appropriate because you�re a creeper!�
�I�m hanging up now.�
* * *
Grace and Duncan, who had been displeased but not scared off the excavation when only articles appeared, soured as reporters badgered them with questions. When I joined them and Jeremy at breakfast the next morning, they were whispering furiously at each other across the table.
They looked up, disgruntled, as I sat, and Grace shook her head at me. I almost smiled brightly, but I was tired of fake smiles and talking just to fill silences. �Any new ideas of how we�re dealing with them?�
�I think we should just ignore it,� Duncan said.
Grace shook her head. �Maybe if we made it clear Ms. Sullivan wasn�t actually associated with the excavation.�
It took a moment for that to sink in. �You want�you want me to pretend I�m not a part of this? No!� I looked to Jeremy for help. �I was the one who picked this location out of all the possibilities, because my research said this was the most likely spot for a city. I found the money. I got the permission. I�m not going anywhere!�
�Natalie,� Jeremy said quietly.
I ignored him. �Why should I disassociate? Because it�d be easier for all of you? To just put all the blame on the supermodel�s flaky daughter.�
�Natalie.�
�I don�t want my reputation being dragged down on this,� Grace said coolly.
I looked at Jeremy. He wouldn�t return my gaze.
Because right now my rep could lower him, while Grace�s and Duncan�s could bring him higher up. �Jeremy, please. Let me talk to the press. I�ll give a little statement about how we�re still early in the dig and have no substantive conclusions right now, and I�ll add something boring about my mother and Mike to get them off my back.�
�They don�t want something boring.�
I started, and twisted around to see Mike, standing in his sweats and rumpled hair, watching us all with bright eyes.
�Oh?� Grace said. �Why do you say that?�
�I�m sure your feud is great and all. Very made-for-TV. But those aren�t your academic journalists out there. They want a splashy story for the tabloids or the cover of the sports section.�
�Tabloids,� Duncan groaned.
Jeremy leaned back in his chair. �You think they�re more interested in you than me and Ceile?�
Mike�s brows shot up and he smiled his you-poor-disbelieving-bastard smile. �I think it can�t hurt if Natalie and I give a little interview with some of the journalists I know.�
I waited until they�d all agreed, and then I went after Mike. �Why�d you offer that? I thought you were anti saving Jeremy�s rep.�
He brushed my hair back. �I don�t care about Jeremy. But I don�t want you sacrificing yourself and giving up the dig to save his reputation.�
I frowned. �Do you really think I would do that?�
�I don�t know. Would you? You�ve put people above finding Ivernis before. You put me above Kilkarten.�
I studied the planes of his face. How was it possible a person could be so familiar to me, that I could conjure his face down to the smallest detail even when he wasn�t nearby, and that when he was before me I never tired of looking? �You�re different.�
He slid his hands around my waist, under the hem of my shirt. They radiated heat. Mike radiated heat, like fire made human. �Am I?�
I brought my lips to his and tried to tell him in every way except verbally that I loved him.
* * *
None of the reporters followed us onto the fields, since Kilkarten was private property. Still, a hesitant unease hung over the crew as we shifted shovels of unremarkable earth. I called lunch early, and my unit trooped over to the others by the parking lot. We settled in the dirt with our bags and a round of Purelle. Some of the workers, like Anka W�jcik, lay down with their hats over their faces and catnapped during our forty-five minute break. These were usually the ones who worked here as their second job, or who came from farms farther away and had to wake earlier than the rest of us.
They probably weren�t worried about the lack of discovery, but more about having this income next summer.
�Who�s that?� Tim O�Brian, with the farm ten miles west, nodded his head toward the parking lot. �Never seen her before.�
Jack Kelleher spoke around his mouthful of banana. �She a friend of yours, Natalie?�
I looked up and realized they were asking me because the newcomer was accompanied by Mike, who helpfully offered his hand to help her over a bump.
We were outside. Of course there were bumps. Why the hell was she wearing heels?
From this distance, I couldn�t see her features, but I could see the way her long dark hair flowed over her shoulders, held back by a headband, and the way her coat cinched at the waist and then flared out in an appropriately whimsical manner.
I stood and made my way over, acutely aware of the dirt on my legs and my butt and my hair and my face. I was dirt all over; I breathed it, ate it, smelled it. I blew my nose and black mucus came out. �Hi.�
Mike gestured at the girl. �Hey, Nat. This is Jane Ellington.� To the girl, he said, �Natalie�s a grad student on the dig.�
She stuck out her hand and revealed gleaming white teeth. �Nice to meet you.�
I held my hands up, showing the dirt smeared to the edges by the cool sliding sanitizer. �Probably shouldn�t shake. You�re kind of far from home.�
�I�m the sports foreign correspondence for Sports Today.�
I blinked several times. Sports Today was one of the largest news sites. �Well, that is just fascinating.�
She smiled broadly. �Do you mind if I ask a couple of questions?�
I glanced at Mike, who had on his agreeable, easy-going face. I wanted to tell him to wipe it off and put on something that would indicate now was not the time. �Now�s not a good time.�
�Maybe over dinner?�
I sighed and rubbed my head, remembering only afterward that the combination of sunscreen and dirt meant I was now a muddy mess. Great. �I don�t know. It�s been a long day...�
�A day looking for the remains of Ivernis?�
My defensive bristles went up at the slightly amused lilt in her voice. But Mike had brought her here, which must mean he thought she was worth talking to. �Sure. Fine. Dinner.�
Mike smiled and led her away. I looked forlornly after them.
Lauren came up beside me, wearing a neat blouse and skirt. She clearly was only here to socialize. �Do we hate her?�
�What? No!�
Lauren shrugged. �I don�t know. Looks like someone we should hate.�
�Just because she�s pretty and successful is not a reason to hate someone. I mean, we�re pretty and successful.�
Lauren refocused on the girl. �I can hate her for you.�
�Lauren! I don�t want you to do that!�
Lauren raised her brow. �Do you think she would be down here if my brother wasn�t?�
I blinked, and looked back at the twittering girl, and Mike, laughing. I crossed my arms and tried not to frown. �Kilky is interesting in its own right.�
�Yeah, but that�s not what�s going to be selling papers back home.�
�Well. Hmph. We still can�t hate her for trying to do a good job.�
�Okay.� Lauren nodded sagely. �But if she goes after Paul when I�m not around, I want you to take her out.�
* * *
Mike raised his brows when I finished dressing for dinner. �You�re wearing a dress.�
I smoothed my hands over the black sheath. �It�s been known to happen.�
We headed downstairs, but he didn�t drop the subject. �Twice. Once for the month mind, once in Paris. And your hair�s up. You�re channeling Tamera.�
I let out an exasperated huff, even though that was exactly what I was doing. �You sound like Cam.�
He opened the door outside and we headed for the coastal path. �Well, there�s a reason one of us is your best friend and the other is your boyfriend. Play nice with Jane, okay? I had to pull some strings to get her here.�
I stopped walking until he took my hand and gently tugged me back into motion. �Mike! You didn�t have to do that!�
He shrugged. �She wasn�t that far. Just in London.�
I shook my head in disbelief. �I don�t even know what the point of this is. Why am I talking to her?�
�Because you always want the media on your side. And if you lay out all the details, Ivernis won�t seem so mysterious and people will stop being interested.�
I raised my brows at him. �Does that work?�
�We�re gonna find out.�
Jane looked up when we walked into the restaurant. We sat, and Jane smiled at me. �Now I can see it.�
�See what?�
�The resemblance.�
�What?�
�You�re Tamara Bucherov�s daughter, right?�
I slowly swiveled to look at Mike. He raised his brows and shook his head slowly.
I looked back to Jane. �Yes.�
�But you�ve never modeled or anything before?�
�No.�
�And how long have you two been dating?�
�I�m sorry. Is this an article on Ivernis, or Mike?�
She smiled brightly, teeth flashing like only American teeth did. �Both. It�s a human interest story.�
�Well.� I wanted to leave, but dinner hadn�t even arrived. �I don�t really want my personal life written about. I�d rather talk about Ivernis.�
Jane leaned forward. �Look. You have this academic character, this Dr. Ceile, who�s trying to discredit you because of your personal life, right? Because of your mom and your boyfriend.� She nodded at Mike. �And that�s offensive and ridiculous. If he discredits you, it should be because you�re searching for the Irish Atlantis.�
I raised a brow. Mike tapped his foot against mine under the table, a clear indication not to be a smart ass. I mostly resisted. �Sounds about right.�
�So my job is to make people like you. And if they think Mike�s in love with you, it will be easier for them to love you.�
That was kind of weird logic, but okay. Still��If you�re a sports journalist, how is this going to help the archaeologists involved on the dig? Everyone�s going to expect you to be on Mike�s side, which is my side, which is not going to convince the academic community that we�re to be taken seriously.�
She leaned forward. �Because I plan to write the story for our sister site, which does mainstream news. And I plan to make sure people will pay attention. I�m not a hack, you know. I�m not doing this as a favor to Mike, I�m doing it because there�s a story here.�
My fingers knitted together. �There is?�
�You�re a woman passionate about her career, and you�re being mocked because it�s easy to make Ivernis sound ludicrous and you sound frivolous. Mike told me about all the work you did to get your grant and prove an Iron Age site existed here. I want to show the world you did that work.� She shrugged. �Also, it doesn�t hurt for the public interest that you ended up in a relationship with the Leopards� running back.�
Underneath the table, Mike took my hand and squeezed.
Jane placed her recorder on the table. �Are you in?�
I swallowed. �I�m in.�
* * *
We kept digging. Sometimes, in the field, everyone laughed hysterically and told stories and played mindless word games, but other days there were too many hours of where you were entirely in your own head. Too many repetitive hours of sticking the shovel in the ground, bending at the knee, lifting, throwing, over and over. Nothing there. Nothing here. No Ivernis.
On Thursday, I took a moment�s break and swept my eyes over the land. A smile twisted my lips. Would it hurt if I came here, years later, and there was nothing? Just sheep. Just grass and wind and heather.
Not Ivernis, here. Just Kilkarten.
I closed my eyes and breathed in the salt and earth.
Maybe I loved Kilkarten more than I loved Ivernis.
Maybe it wouldn�t hurt, coming back here.
If I�d been asked four months ago for my reaction to not finding Ivernis, I wouldn�t even have been able to consider the possibility. If forced under pain of death to give that option thought, I would�ve guessed I�d be utterly devastated.
Thirty-one teams didn�t win the Super Bowl every year. And the next season, they all went out and tried again.
My heart would ache if I never found Ivernis. But even if I never found it, even if my heart hurt, I would still come back here if it meant I was with Mike.
Because that was really all there was to it. I loved Mike. I couldn�t promise that I would love him in two years, or seven, or twenty. But right now, I loved him more than my lost city.
And I knew that by the time it ended, we might be so entwined that I wouldn�t be able to separate from him completely, and I would just have to cut off a whole part of myself, and that I would bleed when that happened. But right now I just didn�t care. Because I agreed with the poets, that it was better to have loved...
I kept shoveling. The sun moved; the mist came and went. We ate and laughed and napped. Pete told me about the calf born that morning. MacCarthy admitted he was considering moving to Dublin. Three-thirty came and went, and people started to get antsy. I considered calling the day early. Mike was only here two more days. Might as well spend every last second I could with him.
Or maybe I�d go home with him.
�Natalie!�
Across the field, Simon Daly waved frantically, jumping up and down and shouting my name. �Come look!�
I dropped my shovel and started to run.
His unit was a massive ten by five, and they�d shoveled about two feet down. Most of the workers stood along of the edges of the unit, but I jumped right in with Simon. Mike and Jeremy weren�t far behind me. �What�d you find?�
Simon moved aside and gestured. �Practically broke my shovel. It�s rock. Big, solid rock, but I don�t think its bedrock yet, because look here, I hit the edge and it curves real nice.�
I looked at the other corners of the unit, which didn�t show a hint of stone. �I don�t think it�s bedrock, either. But the survey didn�t pick up anything here�oh, of course.� We were in the north-west quadrant of the site, where the soil make-up had been moist enough that the radar had only penetrated a few centimeters. �It wouldn�t have. All right. It might just be a boulder. Still�Colin, get a whiteboard and write down the time and date and longitude and latitude and add an arrow north. Anna, get the camera.� I arranged the whiteboard with trembling fingers and then stepped back and took several snapshots.
I took one of white-faced Jeremy for good measure.
And then I jumped into the unit and started digging, and so did Jeremy, and then came Grace and Duncan. And slowly, slowly, the dirt vanished and a capstone appeared, and then, layer by layer, more stones, backstones, purposefully placed to hold the first, a subsurface burial tomb.
I met Mike�s eyes.
And then I sat down and started to laugh and cry.
* * *
That night the rain hammered down like the seventh Chapter of Genesis. But our floral room was cozy. The lamps cast warm pools of light and the room smelled like Earl Grey and bergamot.
Mike and I stayed warm and cozy under the blankets. I leaned against him and let out a content sigh. �I�m so happy. We�ll have funding, we�ll have things to excavate...� It shocked me, how much the weight disappeared. Now we didn�t even need the reporter�s article�we�d saved ourselves. �And thank God, because everyone kept talking to me about all their plans�about catering business, and Eileen about expanding the inn, and O�Malley wants to get a set dinner done, and Tim�s brother, the carpenter, wants to build protective structures.� I laughed. �I�d tried to resign myself to finding nothing�I�d pretty much done it�but now I feel like the whole world has realigned and everything is right again.�
�And you know what the best part is?� Mike murmured.
�That we found Ivernis?�
He pulled me closer. �That if you�re not out searching for other sites that might be Ivernis, you�ll be able to come back to New York in the off-season.�
My chest fluttered. He wanted me with him. I wanted to be with him. �Hey.� I propped myself up on my elbow and looked down at Mike. �Something I want to tell you.�
He traced my brows, my cheeks, my lips, his forefinger brushing lightly over sensitive skin. I caught my breath and he smiled. �What?�
I pressed a kiss to his finger, then to the skin behind his ear. With my hand resting on his chest, I could feel the shudder that ran through him, and I smiled and drew back.
An arm�s length away, my phone buzzed. I glanced at it, hesitated, and then sighed. �It�s my mom.�
�Resist.�
�No, I should see what it is.�
And the odd note in Mom�s voice made me glad I�d picked up, as did her almost timidity when she asked if I had time to talk. �Of course. Just�� I glanced at Mike, and then grabbed at my sweatshirt, making an apologetic moue. He waved his hand and gathered his things instead, and quietly shut the door behind him. �Okay, tell me what�s wrong.�
She led up to it with all the little lines about how irritating Dad was, lines that I thought meant nothing, and finished with, �So I�m moving out.�
The entire world blanked. I forgot how to breathe or see, and then I wanted to babble in overtime to make up for the seconds I�d lost. �Are you sure? When did you decide?�
�About ten years ago. Honey�I know this is going to be hard for you��
I tried not to let her hear me hyperventilating. �Me? No. I�m an adult. Are you okay?� Of course she wasn�t okay.
Oh my God, I couldn�t believe Mom would leave Dad.
She sounded like she doubted my adulthood. �I know, but it�s still hard for children�even grown ones�to handle divorce.�
Divorce? Whoa, I�d been thinking separation. �Have you�have you tried couple�s therapy?�
�Yes. Honey�this has been a long time coming.�
I knew that. I just didn�t think it would ever actually arrive. �But why didn�t you do it years ago?�
She sounded like her heart was breaking. My heart was breaking. �I don�t know. I didn�t want to until you were out of the house. Until you�d found your feet. And�maybe I�d forgotten about being happy.�
�And�what. No. Mom. Paris? That�s just rose-colored glasses. I mean, it was Paris. And you were eighteen. Of course it�s beautiful in hindsight.�
�Well, I want it back. I think I deserve it.�
Shit, I was a crap daughter. �Of course you do. You do.� I swallowed. �Will you be okay?�
�Of course! I�ll be fine. Cheryl�s letting me stay with her while I look for a place.�
My eyes widened. �Wait, when are you leaving?�
�That�s why I wanted to call you. This weekend.�
I went silent for long enough that she had to say my name. I took a breath and forced out the question. �Did you ever think this would happen? In the beginning?�
Her silence almost rivaled mine. �Never.�
I watched the rain.
�Because you loved him.�
�So, so much. Don�t doubt that, Natalya. I loved him with every part of my soul.�
* * *
Mike knocked and walked back in while I sat curled in the window seat, staring out at the drizzle. �What�s wrong?�
I looked up, but it took a moment for Mike to come into focus. �My mom�s moving out.�
He stopped. �Wow.�
I stared at the murky green mess. �It�s surreal. I guess since they were unhappy forever�it was the status quo. I didn�t think it would ever change.�
�Then I guess it�s brave of her.�
�Yeah.� I straightened. �Oh my God. How is she going to survive? She�s always had someone to take care of her.�
�Well, she is an adult.�
�Yeah, I know.� My gaze went back to the rain and then I sighed.
�What had you wanted to tell me earlier?�
The rain was no longer friendly; the lights no longer warm. Or at least I couldn�t feel it. �I don�t know.�
�I thought�I thought maybe you wanted to talk about afterward. Since I�m going home on Sunday.�
No, Mike. Not now. I didn�t want to talk about afterward because there was no afterward. Because things ended. They ended, and they were buried, and they were lost forever. That was the only forever.
I heard him take a step closer to me, and the ghost of his reflection showed in the darkened window. �I wanted to tell you something too.�
I shook my head, my arms holding my knees against my chest.
His hand curved over my shoulder. �Natalie, look at me.�
I closed my eyes.
�I�m leaving tomorrow. Training camp starts soon.�
�I know.�
�Natalie.�
Slowly, I turned and looked at him. He knelt before me and took my hands between his. His eyes were warm and bright and steady, just like they were every time he looked at me. I felt muddled�my heart felt so full, but like tight vines constricted it, and I couldn�t breathe.
He traced the counters of my cheek and jaw. His mouth crooked up in my favorite smile. �Natalie. I love you.�
My chest felt like it exploded, like there were shards of metal and air and everything was dizzy and messy. I kept my eyes on his like they anchored me, like I�d spin away if I let go, carried off until I vanished from existence.
He loved me.
And I loved him. I loved him with every part of me, just like my mother had loved my father.
My breathing came faster, and Mike must have known something was wrong by the furrow of his brows. �Natalie?�
The words broke out of me, the wrong ones. �But it doesn�t last.�
The furrows increased. �What?�
I clutched his hands, desperately trying to make him understand. �Love doesn�t work. It just never works.�
I could feel him draw away. His face shuttered, the mask I hadn�t seen in so long falling back in place. He shifted his balance so his whole body leaned away from mine. �So you don�t love me.�
�No, Mike, I�� My throat convulsed and I had to pause and work back tears. �Mike�nothing lasts forever.�
He stood slowly. �I should finish packing.�
I followed him to the door, still unable to make any words come out. I couldn�t process. I couldn�t think. This was going too fast. I needed to make him understand that I did love him. But my throat wouldn�t work and my lips wouldn�t move, and when they finally did, nothing useful came out. �Mike, stop. I�m not saying�we�re still�This isn�t it, right?�
He stopped, his shoulders ram rod straight, and then he turned. The smile had vanished, and his eyes were so bright I almost believed it came from a sheen of tears. �I don�t think you get it. I didn�t want to date you. I wanted... Forever. Which you don�t believe in.� He took my face in his hands, and pressed his lips to mine. He tasted like salt and wind. Mine.
Then he walked out the door.
And I slumped to the ground and said to the wall, over and over, I love you. I love you. I love you.

Chapter Twenty-Four

It�s not exactly easy to say goodbye to someone you�re utterly, madly in love with, especially after they�ve given up on you.
I went with the O�Connors to the airport, except for Anna, who was staying to work on the dig. Kate was very sweet, and Lauren left me with strict instructions. �Don�t let Eileen�s granddaughter hook up with Paul. Or if it happens, don�t tell me. And tell him that I�m leading a wonderful, happy, fulfilled life.�
Mike and I lingered off to the side for a moment. I cleared my throat and smiled. This wasn�t supposed to be tearful or heartfelt. I leaned up on my toes and kissed him.
It was supposed to be a quick goodbye, but his hands slid around my back, around my head, holding me to him as he deepened the kiss. His tongue swept into my mouth. He was hungry and demanding. His hands clenched my body. I clutched him back, gasping, pressing ever inch of my body against his, wanting everything. Wanting him.
And then he stepped back. �So.�
I didn�t want him to leave me. �So.�
He started to say something twice. And then he stopped, and gave me the real smile, my crooked smile, and then he left.
* * *
For the next two weeks, I drowned out my negative emotions by surrounding myself with the euphoria of success. Each day brought a new discovery. A bronze box with carbonized human remains. Dozens of beads. A kiln. Everything was carefully photographed and washed and categorized, while we sent off samples for radiocarbon dating. If we were lucky, they�d come back with dates around the turn of the millennia.
So for two weeks, it was like I had imagined this summer would be. Digging and discovery, joking with the crew, soccer games and visiting small towns on the weekends, nights at the pub with Jeremy.
It was all less than it had been when Mike was here.
When the rain came in full force, and school started back up, we covered up the units with tarps and filled them in and closed up the site for the school year. We took all of our carefully collected objects and sent them off to the university and labs.
And we worked on our paper.
* * *
Back at home, football season began. Anna left Ireland for her senior year of high school I dragged Paul into Cork to watch the games with me, because it was too pitiful to have the local pub put on the channel just for me. That inevitably meant everyone would come ask how we were and why hadn�t Mike proposed and I didn�t want to smile all the time. At least Paul would just sit there and drink his black pint and let me wallow in peace.
Grace and Duncan went back to their university, from which they could work remotely. Grace, to my shock, drew me aside before leaving. �You should know that just in case Jeremy leaves, we aren�t. We�ll work here as long as there are things to find and funding to find them. Duncan and I want to work here as long as we have funding. Which shouldn�t be a problem. But just know that you can come back if you want.�
So that was kind of nice.
The reason she�d said it was less nice.
We�d found so much. I was so thrilled. But we hadn�t found anything to support Ivernis. And I didn�t think we were going to.
Especially after we got the radiocarbon dates back.
I found Jeremy alone in his room on the first Friday in September, studying photos and papers. I closed the door quietly behind me, and he looked up with the frown that seemed to be engraved on his face these days. He slid a packet across the table.
I swallowed, reading the results in his eyes. Still, I took the papers out.
500 CE.
My gut clenched. My words came out as a whisper. �What are we going to do?�
He didn�t meet my gaze, just kept looking between his papers, pen occasionally trailing ink. �We�re going to keep looking.�
�Here?� I shook my head slowly. �I don�t know.�
�Not here.
But what about this site? I thought of Maggie, and Anna, of the W�jcik siblings, of Simon Daly. Of the tourists they hoped to bring, the jobs they wanted to create. I thought about the lay of Ireland in 500 CE, of the Gaelic period and the transition to Christianity and the warring kingdoms that stretched across the island. �There�s still something here.�
Now he finally raised his head. �We�re not looking for something. We�re looking for Ivernis. We�re looking for real, tangible proof of the connection between Rome and Ireland. I thought that was what you wanted too.�
Of course it was. �So what are we going to do?�
He sighed. �Try again.�
But what about the people here? Could I leave them for a dream, no matter how vivid? What about the site, the box, the beads?
But what about Ivernis?
�Jeremy�don�t you feel�There�s still a site here. There�re still people who want to work on it.�
He stood. �Then they can work on it themselves. Find another archaeologist who will lead them in another season. We have more important things to find.�
I sat back uncertainly. �I don�t know. Don�t you think we should stay here another season or two?�
�Natalie.� He sat down beside me, and placed his hands on my arms. �You can�t give up your dream just because you�re afraid of hurting people. So they�ll be upset for a minute. Then they�ll get over it. You can�t let a week of discomfort stop you from what you really want to do in your life.�
�But�Jeremy, I�m not sure what I want anymore.�
He frowned. �You�ve known what you wanted since you were seventeen years old. You�re just�confused right now. You had a complicated relationship with O�Connor. Don�t stay here just because you�re trying to hold on to him somehow.
That made sense. �But...�
�Natalie. You�re thinking too emotionally. Just take some time to reflect. Make sure you�re thinking about your dreams.�
But I�d always thought with my heart. My heart had always said to look for Ivernis, while everything logical sent me elsewhere. �I�ll think.�
He hugged me when he left. �You�ll make the right decision. I know you will.�
I smiled a little sadly. Because to him, the right decision was clearly marked by Roman writing, and to me, that might no longer be so.
* * *
The week was ugly.
I didn�t know what to do.
If I didn�t go with Jeremy, was I giving up? Or was going tantamount to chasing rainbows? Were the only people who found pots of gold those who sat by a river for months on end and mined it?
I wanted to talk to Mike about it.
I wanted to badly enough that my heart ached, that my head spun, that I picked up the phone a dozen times and wondered and worked myself into a fit. I talked to Cam, of course, but she just wanted me to do what would make me happy, and I had no idea what that was. I couldn�t talk to Jeremy and I wasn�t close enough to any of my other professors.
But I didn�t talk to Mike, because I already knew what I wanted to hear from him. I wanted a reason not to go with Jeremy, because if I wasn�t canvassing Ireland looking for a site, it would be much easier for me to go to New York and stay there until the next field season. And if I was in New York, maybe I could see Mike. Because even if we couldn�t be together because he needed someone who didn�t only see the end of things�he deserved someone who didn�t only see the end�maybe we could be friends.
But I didn�t want to make my decision about Kilkarten or Ivernis if it was really me making a decision about Mike.
The night before my flight home, I went to the pub with everyone. The amount of warmth that washed over me when I looked at these people almost drowned me, almost made me drown myself by turning into a blubbering mess. Instead, I cheered and toasted and drank down pints poured.
Paul dropped down beside me. �So I guess we won�t be seeing you around here anymore.�
�Why?� I swirled the dregs of my pint. �Because I�m just going to follow Jeremy?�
�Aren�t you?�
�I don�t know. Do you still talk to Lauren?�
He shrugged and looked away. �We were just having some fun.�
�Don�t give me that.�
He shrugged. �She lives in the States, I�ll be back in France for school. And we never talked much, so it would be pointless to keep in touch.�
�Direct quote, huh?�
He made a face and waved down Finn for another pint. �Since we�re both sad and lonely, maybe we should keep each other company tonight.�
I swatted the back of his head hard enough that his nose hit his glass. �Don�t be gross.�
He laughed, and then pinned me with those serious black eyes. �You two were good together, you know.�
�I know.�
�So what happened?�
�I told him I didn�t believe in forever. And he interpreted that as not believing in now.�
�You�re joking.�
I put my drink down and stared at all the rows of colorful bottles. �I�m not going to go with Jeremy. I�m not going to keep looking for Ivernis. I�m staying here.�
�That�s grand.�
My lip started to wobble. I�d wanted Ivernis for so long, but it wasn�t real. Or maybe it was, but so was this. What if Jeremy found Ivernis and I�d left?
But there was so much here I wanted.
I wiped away streaking tears. �I�m sorry. I never used to cry before I met Mike.�
Paul regarded me with frank terror. �Come on, then. Let�s get you to Aunt Maggie.�
She made me tea and gave me shortbread, and I felt better in minutes. I curled up on the faded couch in the fading light and imagined two men I�d never met playing here as boys.
Maggie sat down across from me. �I fell in love with Brian when we were fifteen years old. I thought we were soul mates.�
�But you weren�t.�
She regarded me with frank surprise. �Weren�t we?�
Oh. Foot in mouth. �I guess I just assumed�since you both married other people��
�I never loved Patrick. Poor Patrick. Maybe he would have been happy with someone else.�
�But I don�t understand why you didn�t follow Brian. If you loved him, and he loved you. I mean, I know you were mad that he went off and that he spent all that money�but if you loved him�what was your reason?�
She sighed. �He destroyed my dream. That�s not easy to let go of.� When I just stared at her, she went on. �I�d started up a library and I agreed to let him take a loan out against it. Which he never paid back, so the bank foreclosed on the center.� She shook her head. �I loved him, but he was a mad one. Ruined his family. Ruined me. Sunk all his money into a cause but never knew when to stop, and ended up running from the garda� to America. Left Patrick to clear everything up. Which he did, credit to him.�
�He sounds�� A little like me. �Like a jerk.�
She raised a brow. �Don�t most people, when they�re so single-minded in following their dreams?�
I blushed.
She shook her head. �There�s a difference between having a dream and never waking up.�
* * *
Jeremy drove me to the airport. I cleared my throat. I felt like I was breaking up with him. �I�ve been thinking about Kilkarten. And it�s a really hard decision, but I�m going to be working on my thesis for the next few years, and I think the best thing to do is to work on this site. And it�s something I find really interesting, and I really like the community here, and...yeah. That�s what I�m thinking. And doing.�
He was silent a long time. �I know.�
My head shot up. �You do?�
�You�re in love with him.�
I turned slowly. �Jeremy. That�s not why.�
�Yes, it is. Subconsciously, you�re hoping he�ll come back, and you�ll be tied together by this place.� He let out a long sigh. �I didn�t want to lose you like this.�
I kept shaking my head. �That�s not why.�
He slanted me a disbelieving glance.
And that�s when I saw it. I was just like him. He couldn�t see what he didn�t want to see. He couldn�t see that people had other reasons, and they were fine reasons, even if he didn�t agree with them. To him, I would always be the student who left because of her ex-boyfriend. The girl who traded Ivernis for a boy, not the person who gave up an intangible dream for something real. �I hope you find it.�
His fingers tightened around the wheel. �Oh, I will. I�ll keep searching until I do.�

Chapter Twenty-Five

There was always a thrill in coming home, just like there was a thrill in leaving. Part of it was just that �Welcome to America!� video Customs played, with a waving flag superimposed over amber fields of grain. Over the top Americana, but it kind of tugged at my heart. Just like the customs officer who said, �Welcome home, Ms. Sullivan.�
Cam proved her best friend credentials by coming all the way out to the airport so she could help me maneuver my luggage on the AirTrain and then on the subway, and then up our four flights. We ordering cheap Chinese food and laughed and told stories and went to a dive bar that gave us free pizza when we bought one drink and I remembered why I loved this city.
But New York was also grayer than I remembered. There were no rolling fields, and the water wasn�t wild, and nothing smelled right. Instead, it was all sewer smells and clouds of pot swirling out from side streets. Yapping rat-dogs shivered in the rain and men on cell-phones cursed loudly at ticket booths and everyone had the same boots and the same shirt and the same black leather jacket. Part of me wanted to pull out my own jacket and put up my hair just like all the rest, and go up to the bar on the twenty-fifth floor and empty my wallet for cocktails as I stared at the Empire State Building and fended off advances from men old enough to be my father.
But most of me wanted to sleep a lot, and my stomach felt funny. I supposed it was because for the first time I wasn�t as excited to arrive as I was sad about the place I had left.
�Maybe,� Cam said, �it�s because you�re heart-sick.�
I considered that. �I think I�m nervous about the conference.�
So I distracted myself for the next week by being social and remembering why I loved it here. The way I could get a veggie burger at a split second�s notice or fro-yo or good burritos, and how all the streaming sites worked and I could watch my shows the day after, like a normal person. And how the world had gone on and new blockbusters had come out and new songs were popular. I went out with my grad school friends and met up with my brother Evan for artisan white pizza in the East Village, in a tiny restaurant whose windows were papered with awards.
�Count her lucky that she got out,� he said when I told him about my mother. �My mom was so much happier afterward.�
�I guess. I think it is good for her. But I feel bad for Dad.�
Evan snorted. �Don�t.� He caught me watching. �What?�
�Don�t you ever want his...I don�t know, approval?�
He jammed a slice in his mouth and spoke around it. �You think I want him to walk me down the aisle? Come to parades? Yeah, right.�
�But don�t you wish he would?�
�What�s wishing got to do with it?�
�Nothing, I guess.� I wished love was real and dreams existed, but leprechauns granted wishes and leprechauns didn�t exist.
* * *
Mom�s new place had high ceilings and large windows, but it was small and filled with unfamiliar furniture. Still, she�d brought several things from home�pictures of my high school and college graduations, a poster of her when she was nineteen, signed by dozens of famous photographers. She hugged me tightly. �Darling, you look horrible.�
�Thank you, Mom.�
�What�s wrong?�
�Nothing. And I think I look great.� I held out my tan, muscled arms. �Look how gorgeous these muscles are. I�m in great shape. And my hair is all sun streaked.�
�And you have the saddest eyes in the world.�
Not quite true.
�What happened with this boy? I don�t understand why you�re not with him.�
I don�t understand why you�re not with Dad. Except that wasn�t fair, and I did. �Because.�
�Because what?�
�Because.�
She stirred her tea and apparently decided to give the subject a rest. �Have you seen your father yet?�
�No! I don�t want to.�
Her face collapsed. �Natalya...�
�Just... What�s the point of falling in love if you�re just going to fall out of it?�
�Oh, honey.� She sat down next to me, letting out a deep breath of old, stale sadness as she wrapped her arms around me. �You can�t let what�s happening between Dad and me affect you.�
�Yes, I can.�
She smoothed my hair back from my head. �No. Look at you. You�re so successful�you have a good career, and good friends, and this boy who seems like he loves you very much...�
�But you had all of that and you ended up in an awful marriage.�
�Your father...he�s not always very good at emotions. I don�t think he ever really learned to develop them.�
I drew back so I could see her face. �What if I�m like that? What if I�m�romantically stunted?�
�Why would you think that?� She sounded horrified.
�Because I am. I have this different world view than everyone else, and everyone sees love as this perfect, beautiful, rainbows-and-puppies emotion and I just can�t see that. Or I couldn�t, but now I do, now I feel it, and I don�t trust it, and I don�t know what to do.�
�Why don�t you just follow your heart?�
�Mom.� I swiped at my eyes. �That is so unrealistic and nonsensical. What does that even mean?�
�It means I want you to be happy.�
I didn�t need love to be happy. �What about you? You left all of that. But now what? Will you be happy here, all by yourself? Won�t you be lonely?�
�Natalie. You don�t have to take care of me.�
I pressed my lips together. �But then who will?�
�I will.� She pulled me into her arms. My mother would never be soft and warm, physically or emotionally, but she was still my mother, and I loved her. �I will take care of myself. And right now, I want you to take care of you.�
* * *
That afternoon, Jane Ellington�s article on Mike and me came out.
I read it without blinking. It was a gorgeous article, and the accompanying photography was stunning, but I fixated on a little piece of filler description: �It�s very clear that the archaeologist and the running back are in love.�
Very clear.
Except I�d never managed to say it to him. Not once.
* * *
I was on a mission.
I stormed into Cam�s bar, brushing past the surprised doorman, and almost knocking into three customers as I marched to the front of the bar. Cam looked up and waved. I stopped before her and took a deep breath. �Cam. Have I even told you I love you?�
A couple of the patrons looked up at my brusque, almost aggressive tone. Cam just raised her brows. �Why? Did I do something? Are you taking it back?�
�No. I mean�it�s a real question.�
Surprise crossed her face, and then she shrugged. �I�m sure you have.�
�Really? You can remember?�
She paused to think about it. �Well�I guess I can�t explicitly remember.�
I knew it. I hadn�t. I planted my hands on the bar and leaned forward. �Camille Chan. I love you.� I immediately felt lighter.
Cam didn�t seem to notice. She just screwed up her face affectionately. �Aw, I love you too.�
�Ow-ow!� a frat-ish guy hollered from behind me.
Cam jerked up her head. �Shut up or you�re kicked out.�
I slumped on a stool. �Oh my God. I�ve never said �I love you� before.�
Cam started putting together something blue and high-proof. �That�s ridiculous.�
�No, it�s true. Who would I say it to? My parents? My dad and I don�t. My mom. I can�t remember. I think she tells me, occasionally�noticeably when she moved out, but I don�t. And you�ve been my best friend for seven years.� I shook my head. �I�m emotionally stunted I�m a freak. Maybe a sociopath.�
�You are not a sociopath.�
�Maybe I am!�
�Stop it.�
I took a deep breath. �He said he loved me, and I wasn�t able to say it back.�
She raised her brows. �Maybe you don�t actually love him.�
I met her gaze, and her face softened. �Oh, Natalie.
�I just miss him so much and I want to see him and I don�t know how.� I tried to subdue the misery in my tone.
I must not have done a very good job, because Cam handed the blue concoction to me along with a sympathetic smile. �Maybe you�ll run into him somewhere. On the subway.�
I smiled wryly in return. �Maybe. If we lived in a rom-com.�
�God, I wish. Then work would always just be a montage of me doing dishes and pulling pints but thirty seconds of fast music later I�d be out having fun.�
�I don�t think dishes would make it into the montage.�
�Huh. Yeah. I guess they�re usually about the couple moping. Like you�re doing! Aw, what a cute montage moment.�
�Maybe I should just give up.�
She set down her cloth and focused entirely on me. �Why? Because you�re scared?�
�Because...� I gestured wildly, unable to get rid of the tight, frantic feeling in my chest. �I don�t know what to do with it. It�s too big. It�s pointless. Maybe I should just shelve it. It seems so unnecessary.�
�Natalie. I love you. You make me happy, and laugh, and think, and I like spending time with you. Is that pointless? Is joy pointless? No. Tell him.�
And she was right. I knew she was right.
But first, I had to get through the conference.

Chapter Twenty-Six

The American Academy of Archaeology Conference took place in the Javits Center in New York, a complex on the Hudson River within spitting distance of the Leopards� Stadium, if you were a very excellent spitter. It had little charm, lots of space, and thousands of archaeologists and grad students frantically running around.
I arrived with a half-dozen grad school friends. We picked up our badges on the ground floor, one of the few places flooded with natural light. I took a moment to admire the blue highlight across my name that marked me as a panelist, while my friends oohed appreciatively.
Then the panic set in.
Without Jeremy, I�d be carrying this all by myself. I�d never presented a field report entirely alone before. I wasn�t even sure if anyone would show up, now that Jeremy wasn�t appearing since Kilkarten had nothing to do with Ivernis.
We spent the morning wandering around the floor, picking up the few free pens and bags and hoping and failing to find free food. We broke up to attend different lectures, but they all promised to come see mine, and at two o�clock I made my way to a small room hidden off a side hall. I�d almost reached it when a harried organizer hurried up to me, frowning down at her tablet and then back at me. �Ms. Sullivan?�
I stopped. �Hi. Yes?�
�We�re moving you to 1C. One of the larger exhibition halls,� she clarified when I looked at her blankly. �You�re up in twenty.�
�What? Why?�
She shook her head. �More people than we expected want to see your lecture. There�s a line forming outside right now.�
�Really?� But I was just a grad student with a tiny little site in Ireland...
We stared at each other, and then recognition bloomed on her face. �Oh. You�re that model dating the football player.�
�No�I�m not, that was my mother�I mean, yes, I dated��
She shook her head, not interested in my muddy clarification. Not, apparently, all that interested in me now that she realized I was the nightclub singer sidekick.
I followed her to the back entrance, and then waited there while the current speaker finished up. He walked past me when he left, and I did a double take, since he�d just wrapped a miniseries on the Olmecs. He grinned. �Ah, the model. You�re up next?�
�Yes, sir. But��
�Aren�t you dating the Leopards� running back?�
I drew up my shoulders. �No, but I am working on the excavation at Kilkarten.�
He looked confused but nodded genially before continuing on his way. �Good luck up there.�
I stared after him, and then threw a quick excuse at my guide before dashing toward the closest bathroom.
I splashed water on my face, the cold liquid sharp against my hot cheeks. They were here to see a celebrity, not me. That should have made it better, not worse. Should have taken the pressure off presenting.
Still, I�d expected a crowd of about twenty, and even if most of those gathered weren�t experts in Iron Age culture or Ireland, it would still be my first public appearance where I didn�t know the names of ninety percent of the audience.
Then I straightened my shoulders, and pulled my hair over my shoulders, half on each side, blown out to that sheen. No makeup other then a touch of lipstick, but my dress was the same shade as my eyes.
You�re Athena, I reminded myself. You�re a strong and intelligent and brave. You�re the Gray Eyed Goddess.
I took a deep breath, and then walked into the conference hall.
Two hundred faces turned my way.
I almost stopped. Instead, I pulled up my chin and walked to the podium.
The first rows were filled with the usual suspects; men and women whom I knew as professors and peers. My friends from Columbia, who gave me discrete thumbs up. One held up a tiny �I Heart You!� sign briefly. And then others I recognized. I�d gone to Dr. Martin�s lectures, I�d co-author a paper with Shannon Andrews, I�d read Professor Levy�s books.
But in the back, a wall of press filled the space.
Usually, at lectures this large, there was some introduction, a little patter of noise to give added importance and tout awards and accomplishments. But I�d been planning on a little lecture, where I walked on, waved and launched into a speech after clearing my throat once.
Now I closed my eyes, startling by the way my stomach turned and keeled. I pictured Kilkarten, the green fields, fresh dirt. Smelled the salt and sea and wind.
Saw Mike.
For a moment, my chest ached, clenching around the broken pieces of my heart, and then it relaxed as his grin crooked up, his eyes bright, his warmth steady.
No matter what had happened, he had always believed in me. We were both lost and confused and broken, but we believed in our passions. He believed in me. I believed in Kilkarten.
I opened my eyes.
The microphone picked up my voice, and the audience quieted. �Hi, I�m Natalie Sullivan. Welcome to Discovering Kilkarten: A Sixth Century Settlement.�
* * *
I stopped seeing the audience after five minutes. They blurred out, ceased to exist, and it was just me and my slideshow. Once or twice, they came through with laughter and I remembered they were there, but most of the time I just expanded on the site. I explained the process I�d gone through to locate the section, the geophysical testing, the units. And then I went further in-depth on what we had discovered, before finishing with our future plans.
And then I was done.
When I was nineteen years old, I went gorge jumping. I jumped off a sixty-foot cliff and plummeted into the pools carved out by glaciers thousands of years ago. I thought my heart would stop. I thought my bones would break. When I resurfaced from the shocking, freezing water, from the silence and the dark, I expected the entire world to be different. For the students on either side of the gorge to be clapping thunderously at my epic leap. No one was. Life continued as normal. �Why didn�t anyone clap?� I�d asked Cam, and she�d shoved me lightly. �They did, stupid. But you were underwater, so you didn�t hear it.�
This was like that. I fell back from the podium, and the lights turned up, and everyone started clapping. I just stood there, the noise washing over me, breathing rapidly as I tried to reemerge from that strange, paralyzing state.
Then I broke through the water and saw the faces, focusing first on the familiar ones, then the strangers. No one looked blown away, but no one looked comatose, either. I smiled and leaned back into the microphone, glancing at the clock. �I think we have about twenty minutes left for questions. So��
�Is it true your mother is Tamara Bocharov?�
I tried to make out the person that had shouted from the back, slightly disappointed. �I don�t see how that�s relevant.�
�Are you really dating Michael O�Connor?�
�Also, not relevant.� I took a deep breath, scanning for someone who didn�t look like they�d harass me about my personal life. A stodgy academic. Someone in tweed. Someone like�
Like the man standing now.
The press ignored him, still waving for my attention, but my eyes, like those of every academic in the room, had been captured by Professor Henry Ceile. He smiled but didn�t wait for me to invite him to speak. �I thought you were excavating this site looking for Ivernis with Jeremy Anderson. What happened to that? Why isn�t he here with you?�
Murmurs passed through the room.
I leaned forward until the podium cut into my stomach. �Dr. Ceile. I would have thought you�d have better things to do then attend a nightclub singer�s song-and-dance.�
He granted me a slight nod and smile. Point to me. �It turned out I didn�t. But where�s the professor?�
I sucked in a deep breath. �Dr. Anderson is still in Ireland working on research.�
�But not about this site, is that right? Because there was nothing related to Ivernis here.�
Heads swiveled back my way.
I swallowed. I wasn�t ready for a faceoff with Dr. Ceile, especially not in a room filled with everyone I could possibly want to work with for the rest of my life, and the press to boot.
And then I saw Mike.
He�d picked a spot near the back of the room, hidden by the lights, a hat pulled down over his bright curls. But I saw him now as his entire stance shifted. He�d forgotten he was trying to be nondescript, invisible, and instead he sat straight, shoulders back as his eyes burned into Ceile. He turned to look at me, like he would urge me on with just the power of his gaze and his will.
Our gazes locked. His eyes flared wide, and a flutter started deep in my belly. And then he smiled, a smile filled with such belief, such love, that I felt courage turn my spine to iron.
�Dr. Ceile.� I spoke slowly, carefully, loudly. �I appreciate you coming here today and your interest in the site, but I don�t think this is an appropriate forum to discuss Ivernis.�
�So you�re saying that this is not Ivernis. That there is no relation to Ivernis.�
My eyes sought Mike�s. �It�s not Ivernis. It�s Kilkarten. But if the only reason you�re here is to continue your feud with Jeremy, I think you should leave.�
He looked smug. �I just want the community to recognize that even Jeremy�s prodigy�the one who secured funding for his latest craze�has left his side.�
I came around from behind my podium, standing at the edge of the stage. �You�re talking about this the wrong way, Dr. Ceile. I haven�t left anything, and I�m not setting out to prove anything. We�ve uncovered an amazing site. My purpose isn�t to prove a colleague wrong or put my name in the history books or get a TV deal. It�s to make a positive impact on the people directly affected by the excavation or the history�whether that�s descendants, or the local population, or the scholarship of the period.�
Dr. Ceile sat.
I leaned forward and found Mike again. �Thank you for coming.�
* * *
The press had already swarmed the back door by the time I exited. Reporters pressed recorders in my face and shouted questions about my mother and Mike and Jeremy and Kilkarten and Ceile.
And then the clamor hit a feverish pitch and Mike was there, shouldering his way through the crowd. Then he was by my side, his arm wrapped around me, and we pushed through the crowd.
�This way,� I said once we�d cleared the worst of it, and we dashed for the panelist room, set aside for speakers to relax and get a bite to eat or just, in this case, escape.
We collapsed at one of the large round tables, and Mike fetched us bags of water and bags of chips and pretzels. �Who knew archaeology fans were as rabid as football fans?�
I let out a shaky laugh. �I think most of them were media junkies. I�d be flattered if I thought that many people actually cared about Kilkarten.�
He was silent, and I wondered if he�d known that when I�d said It�s not Ivernis. It�s Kilkarten, I�d been talking about him. I opened my mouth to say so, but he beat me to it. �So that was Ceile.�
Oh. Right. I guzzled down the tiny water cup. �In the flesh.�
�I wanted to punch him.�
That drew a real laugh out of me. �I know. I want to on a regular basis.
A new voice joined us, and we started guiltily. �Don�t let any sense of propriety hold you back.�
I pushed to my feet. �Professor Ceile.� We�d been introduced as previous conferences, but Jeremy had always been between us. I tried to think of something to say.
But I�d already said everything from the stage, and I didn�t want to babble. I didn�t want to create meaningless words out of nothing for the sake of filling an awkward silence. Let him be the uncomfortable one tonight.
His attention drifted to Mike, and he formed a dry smile. �I�m a fan.�
Mike didn�t smile back. �Thanks.�
Ceile inspected his hands, then the wall, and then finally settled on me. �You probably think this is personal.�
�I don�t appreciate you mixing my mother�s background with my professional life.�
�Jeremy Anderson spent years getting thousands of dollars to excavate unimportant plots of land. Universities and non-profits sank money into him because he was young, and charismatic, and supported America�s romantic idea of Celtic Ireland. They spent money earmarked for the Iron Age, or Ireland, and none of that money went to actual digs.
�I have artifacts sitting in storage because I can�t afford to sort them and categorize them. I have evidence for sites that have never been funded. We all do what we must, one way or the other, Ms. Sullivan. And I must keep Anderson from sinking our entire discipline. I�m sorry if you felt your character had been assassinated. But if you weren�t going to leave him, I had to make sure you weren�t able to suck more money away from projects that really needed it.�
I couldn�t even breathe.
He shrugged. �But it seems you aren�t as young and na�ve as I thought. You figured out Jeremy was a fool on your own. Good on you, for your work on Kilkarten.� He extended his hand. �I hope we�ll be able to collaborate in the future.�
His hand loomed large in my sight, skin tanned and weathered from long hours outside, fingers blunt and square. I took it, feeling numb. And then something uncurled inside me, and I met his pale blue eyes straight on. �Jeremy fostered a love of learning and knowledge in me. He gave me opportunities and responsibilities, and I respect him and admire him.�
I took a moment to mull over my next words, and they came out slowly spaced. �I understand acting drastically when you think you have no other option. But I am still deeply offended by what you said. Still, I am committed to my work at Kilkarten. I am excited about the future. And I would like to be civil colleagues.�
�Then we will, Ms. Sullivan.� He nodded at me, and he nodded at Mike, and started away. I�d almost let the tense breath out when he stopped and looked back with bright eyes. �I did not mean the Willie Scott comment maliciously, Ms. Sullivan. In fact, I always admired your mother very much.�
He vanished.
My legs folded and I landed shakily in my seat.
Mike dropped in the seat beside me. �Never thought I�d feel any sympathy for Jeremy.�
I let out a shaky laugh. �Never thought I�d feel any empathy for Ceile.� I shook my head to clear it. �Thank you for coming. It meant a lot to me, to see you there. To see you now.�
He shrugged. �I told you I�d be here.�
And because he�d said he would, he was. A sudden rush of warmth and certainty washed over me. �Mike��
�Anyway,� he interrupted, reaching into his pocket and placing a folded packet of papers on the table. �I wanted you to think about this.�
I stared down at the sheet. �What is this?�
He gave me his crooked smile. �It�s a list of everywhere we play this season. Including the International Game in London.� He waited a few seconds as I read the sheet. �I�m not trying to tie you down. You might�ve heard it that way, but it�s not what I meant. I�ve never known someone like you. And I don�t think you would be happy bound to one place. I don�t want to bind you. I just want to go with you.� He stood. �So think about it.�
He didn�t give me time to think. He didn�t even look at me. He just got up and walked away.
For a moment, my eyes traced all the paper, and my fingers beat against my leg, and then I relaxed my hand and shut my eyes and took two deep breaths.
When I stood and looked forward, he had reached the exit.
�Mike.�
He stopped in the doorway, and then slowly turned back. Blank-faced, to the rest of the world, but I could see the shadows of hurt and hope. �Yeah?�
�I used to think that I would never care about anything as much as I cared about Ivernis. And that I would care about it forever.�
I saw the wince in his eyes.
�But I was wrong. Because this�us�it�s entirely different. It doesn�t edge it out, it�s more�like I have two hearts, and one breaks for Ivernis, and the other is completely filled.� I paused to swallow. �Mike. Michael O�Connor. I love you. When I hold objects from thousands of years ago, I get this feeling, this glow that spreads through my chest and warms spots I didn�t know were cold, that makes me smile without realizing it�and it is nothing compared to how I feel around you.
�But I�m scared. I�m not very good at loving people. I�m very comfortable not being in love. I like my friends, my career, my life. I have never felt incomplete without romance. Maybe because I�ve never seen a good example. But I love you. I love you so much, I guess I�m scared that it will disappear. Because even if I feel so much now, what will it be like in ten years, twenty? I can�t promise that I�ll always feel this way. I can�t promise we�ll be perfect.
�What if our fire disappears, and we just flicker lower and lower until one day we�re cold and dark and dry? It�s so scary I�d almost rather douse the fire now. Because then at lease the memory of it will be tinted with roses.
�Maybe one of the reasons I love archaeology so much is that the more you learn, the more real it becomes. It starts out blurry and solidifies, and you can�t look at the future and say the same. You can�t clear away dirt and see fifty years in the future, like you can see into the past. You just have to wait.
�But I was wrong because it�s not waiting, it�s living. And I cannot picture a world without you, not now, or in five years, or in twenty.
�And maybe this is all immaterial because you have moved on and maybe I�m too much effort and you shouldn�t start something with someone who sees doom written across a relationship, who is irrevocably broken. But I thought you should know. I want forever. I do. I want all of it. And it might be work�it might be the hardest thing in my life�but I don�t want to run away anymore. I don�t want to keep leaving. I want you.�
And then I closed my eyes and said it one more time, because I didn�t know if I�d ever say it again, and I wanted him to know it, and I wanted to know I was capable of this. �I love you.�
He didn�t answer, but when I opened my eyes he was staring at me with a strange combination of wonder and humor and something else. His eyes were bright, his smile soft, and his hand lifted and brushed a strand of my hair very slowly behind my ear.
�Natalie. Do you remember the day you told me you didn�t tell believe in love? You listed off some chemicals and then asked me why I cared. And then later on you said you believed in it but not in forever.
�And I was so mad. Because you made me want everything you told me didn�t exist. And the more time I spent with you, the more I wanted it. When I left, you cut me to the quick. You looked at me like we were nothing, like we weren�t even worth getting angry about.�
I held up my hands. �I�m sorry. I get it. I�ll leave.�
He caught my hand. �Natalie. I was so mad because I love you so much, and I didn�t know how to deal with you not feeling the same way.� He lowered his head so his forehead rested against mine. In the shadows of our faces his eyes gleamed like amber. �You are not broken. You are not too much work. And I believe that we will be together until I die. I believe it enough for both of us.�
�That�s too heavy,� I whispered.
�Then I will change your mind. I will stay with you, and love you, until you know that this is not going to change, that we will not fizzle, that we are every single chemical out there and that they are bound together so tightly that they will keep us warm.� His hand cupped my cheek and he kissed me until I wanted to cry, and past that, until I�d wound my arms around him and my heart had lifted, and I did believe him.
And around us I felt the grass and the sea and the sky, and the last of my doubts disappeared. For the first time, I felt light and free and real. My eyes were open, my head was straight, and I loved Mike O�Connor with every part of my being.

Epilogue

Eight Years Later
�Natalie! Get over here!�
The faint cry came as a relief. I�d been troweling all morning, and my back ached from bending over to get at the basket remains. It was a great find; the carbonized cloth remained in such good shape we could see the threads. A conservationist from NUI was coming in this afternoon to work on it, but until then I was the lead.
Still, I was happy to straighten my shoulders, roll my neck, and lope across the field toward one of our new units. We�d just moved over to a new area in the northwest, since the entire site seemed to slant this way. This unit was the farthest one yet, after we�d used a different geophysical testing that handled the dense soil better.
People waved as I jogged past. We were nearing the end of our eighth season, but Kilkarten wasn�t slowing down. We now had a crew of three dozen, and for the past two years we�d hosted a field school for the local archaeology students.
My crew chief beamed up at me from inside the unit, her copper curls caught up on top of her head. I crouched down on the dirt ledge and peered into the unit. Seven feet and still going. At the bottom, a pile of blue-green circular disks spilled out of a cracked container. The oxidized metal pieces were scattered in the dirt.
The sight swam before my eyes and I leaned back on my heels. �What is that?�
Anna laughed. �Free money.�
�Don�t be cute.� I slid down into the unit. Under the dirt and grime of age, I could make out the shape of a wreathed head, the embossed, familiar letters.
Roman coins.
A cache of Roman coins.
And then my gaze slid away to the curves right next to it. This wasn�t the only vessel here; I could see the outline of amphorae in the dirt. My vision narrowed on one of them, with familiar handles and a familiar lip, and a very distinctive white inlay on the black background. An inlay that had been very popular in Rome in the first century BCE.
I let out a rush of breath, and then gave Anna a fierce, elated grin. �I�ll be right back.�
And then I was running across the fields.
Mike met me halfway. He wore a Kilkarten Field School T-shirt and jeans. He�d been the leading force behind the school since he�d retired from the Leopards two years ago. He joked that he liked teaching kids who were even more clueless about archaeology then he was. Also, some of them were young enough he thought he had a chance of convincing them that football meant touchdowns.
I let out a shriek and threw myself into his arms. He caught me and spun me about. �What is it?�
I pressed my lips against his jaw. �I don�t think that�s part of our site. Maybe it�s why we have a site.�
He set me down and brushed the strands of hair that had fallen out of my ponytail back, grinning at me the whole time. �What are you talking about?�
�Kilkarten�s sixth century. But there are coins over there from long before that.� A laugh bubbled up and out of me. �And there�s a vase that is almost definitely first-century.�
His eyes widened. �So...�
�We found it! We found Ivernis!� I kissed him with all the happiness of eight solid years of love and a life together, with the desire and passion of first love, with the joy of a dream made real. Three dream�Ivernis and Kilkarten and him.
He smiled his crooked smile, the sun in his eyes. �I take it you�re happy?�
I nestled my head against his chest, reveling for a moment in his warmth. �I didn�t need Ivernis to be happy. I just needed you.�
Then I broke away and grinned as I jogged backward. �But I am pretty damn excited.�
And I turned and ran across the green land, breathing in the salt and sea. Before me, the earth opened up to reveal a lost city tended by dozens of my friends, and beside me, Mike�s feet pounded against the ground, in step with my own. And in that moment, like so many moments in the last years, I could taste perfection, could feel it thrumming in my bones, resonating with the land and the people who surrounded me. When I stopped, I saw the past at my feet and my future beside me as Mike�s hand took mine. My heart ached with the wonder of it all, and I leaned my head back to the bright, cloudless sky, and I laughed.
* * * * *
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