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Standing on the crowded, bustling sidewalk of Seventh Avenue, Cassandra Baines sipped her peppermint hot cocoa as she waited for her best friend. She’d placed herself at the center of the top step so when Bree came up the escalator, out of Penn Station, she’d be right there and easy to spot.

The familiar smells and sounds of Manhattan barraged her from all sides as she stood in the midst of frenetic activity. So many people—hustling into Penn to make their trains, coming out of Penn eager to roam the city, or just trying to get through the crowds to wherever they were headed. Cars and taxis bulleted down the street, horns blaring, the exhaust fumes mixing with the smoky smell of pretzels and chestnuts in the cold air. A group of teenage girls hustled by, all of them talking simultaneously.

Cassandra wasn’t fazed by the chaos. She was a lifelong New Yorker, born and raised on Long Island, less than ninety minutes away from Manhattan. She’d spent her undergrad years at NYU and done her graduate program at Columbia, and now she had a tiny apartment in Chelsea and taught English Lit at NYU. Noise didn’t register and crowded sidewalks didn’t make her claustrophobic. The only thing ruffling her at the moment was wondering where Sabrina was. She should have been here by now.

A cold gust of wind blew, lifting the ends of Cassandra’s shoulder length hair. She shivered, glad she’d chosen to wear her fuzzy wool hat, thickest scarf, and heavier wool coat. The temperature hadn’t gotten above forty degrees that day, and sure felt like it was dropping into the low thirties now. She took another sip of the hot chocolate to keep warm.

“Cass!”

She turned in the direction of the familiar voice, and there was Bree, coming up the escalator. In a few seconds, they were hugging and chatting and all was bright again.

Going to see the lighting of the tree at Rockefeller Center had been an annual tradition since the girls were babies. Four women had been sorority sisters in college, became the closest of friends, and bonded for life. After graduation, they’d made a point of getting together several times a year, which had been fairly easy, since all four of them lived in New York. So when those four women had their own daughters—Cassandra, Sabrina, Jade, Kara, and Elena—the next generation of girls were practically raised as sisters. They’d become an expanded loving network that shared in each other’s lives as one big family.

Some of Cassandra’s best childhood memories were of huge Thanksgivings with everyone at Aunt Enza’s house, out east on Long Island. A few days later, they’d all meet up in the city for the tree lighting. The four moms especially loved holidays and loved creating celebratory traditions . . . but things had changed after Aunt Marie had died in the Towers on September 11th. A black hole ripped all of their lives open. Kara and Elena no longer had a mother, the other moms had lost their sister, and the sorrow was a tangible thing none of them had been able to shake off for a long time. Having one another to lean on had gotten them all through those dark days.

And the years passed, and the girls all got older, and some of the traditions had changed slightly. Elena, the youngest, had refused to set foot in New York City after her mother died and she moved away with her father—and really, no one could blame her. Jade had moved to Tampa a few years ago. Even though they had all made it to Aunt Enza’s for Thanksgiving this year, not all of them were going to the tree lighting ceremony. In fact, for various reasons, Cassandra and Bree were the only ones making the pilgrimage.

And they planned to make the most of it.

Bree had dropped her young daughter off at her mom’s for the night so she could make it into the city. Now, she and Cass made their way to Rockefeller Center, heads down against the cold gusts of wind. They walked up 33rd Street so they could look at the holiday displays in the picture windows of Macy’s. After that, they walked up another few blocks and made the left onto Fifth Avenue. It wasn’t a short walk from Penn Station to Rockefeller Center, but they loved to do it every year, even in the cold.

They passed all the big department stores that decorated their window displays for the holidays. The scent of sugared nuts and pretzels and smoke floated on the frigid air. Cassandra looked around and smiled happily. There was a different energy in the city at this time of year; it was like the holiday season itself had sprinkled magic and light all around, and everyone just seemed to be . . . brighter. Happier. Excited. The vibe was a tangible thing, and Cassandra loved it. Every year, it revitalized her and filled her with joy.

Two hours later, after the tree lighting ceremony, they pushed their way back through the crowds. They were even colder now, but they linked arms and chatted as they walked. Cassandra spoke of how busy her schedule was with final exams looming next week. Bree talked about how her daughter, Charlie, was kicking ass on the local hockey team—the only girl, she skated circles around all the boys, a natural talent. Cassandra marveled at that. Her nine-year-old goddaughter was a spitfire, all right, much like her mother. And Cassandra adored them both. A rush of affection shot through her and she smacked a kiss on the back of Bree’s gloved hand.

“What was that for?” Bree asked, looking at Cassandra strangely.

“I just love you. I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Aww. I love you too. Wouldn’t have missed it, Cass.” Bree gripped Cassandra’s arm tighter. “We have to keep these traditions alive, even if everyone else had to crap out this year.”

“I wish Jade could have stayed a few more days and come out with us tonight,” Cassandra said. “She hasn’t come to the tree lighting in what, three or four years now?”

“Aunt Gigi’s mother-in-law had a stroke,” Bree reminded her. “They had to get back home.”

“Yeah, I know,” Cassandra said softly. “I didn’t mean that to sound bratty.” She hesitated, wondering if she should speak her next thought aloud, then realized of course she could: it was Bree, her best friend in the world, her sister. “Can I ask you something? I feel like Jade’s . . . mad at me. Or something. She was distant at your mom’s house.” She shrugged and offered, “Maybe I’m being paranoid.”

“You’re not,” Bree said, fielding a bump from a passerby, which in turn sent her bumping her into Cass. They both snorted at it. “Look, I’m sorry you felt that. But you know she’s having a hard time right now. I think she’s a little . . . jealous, actually.”

Cassandra’s eyes flew wide. “Of me?”

“Yeah.”

“Seriously?” Cassandra couldn’t wrap her head around that. “Why?”

“Because you’re doing so well,” Bree said, as if it were obvious. “You’re making your career happen, just as you planned. Now, you’re one of the youngest assistant professors at NYU. You’re on the right track, and you’re successful. Jade’s in between jobs and not sure what comes next. I think she’s just a little jealous. In the ‘she has it going on and I don’t right now’ kind of way.”

Cassandra blinked, walking in silence with Bree as she processed that. Finally, she just sighed and said, “God, I hope you’re wrong. I feel terrible.”

“Don’t. That’s on Jade, not on you,” Bree countered. “And when she gets her act together, she’ll be able to be happy for you again.” She pulled Cassandra around a crushed cup of soda on the sidewalk. “Don’t worry about it. Jade loves you. It’s not really about you. She’s just . . . well, at a low point.”

“I wish she’d talk to me about it,” Cassandra lamented. “I’m here for her.”

“She’s not really talking to anyone. Besides, I’m only speculating.”

“Your instincts are usually right on the money.”

“True,” Bree said with a grin. “But still. No worrying tonight! We’re going to have some fun.”

“Fun, huh?” The wind gusted and Cassandra shivered as they continued their walk up Fifth Avenue. “Fun. Yes. I think I remember fun.”

“Really? ’Cause I don’t think you do.” Bree slanted her a sideways look. “Charlie’s sleeping over my mom’s. I can hang out for a while. We’re going to go to a bar, get a little drunk, and have a good time.”

“We are?” Cassandra asked. “Okay. Any ideas where?”

“No, but I’m freezing. Like, I can’t feel my face anymore freezing,” Bree sputtered. “How about we just duck into the next place that looks decent?”

“Fine by me.”

They made it another block, heads down against the cold, harsh wind, before Bree said, “Here. This one. Looks nice, looks warm. Okay with you?”

Cassandra peered at the storefront. O’Reilly’s Tavern. A huge wreath with red bows and gold sleigh bells hung on the door, and lively classic rock could be heard rumbling through the large glass windows. “I guess . . . ”

“Good, because I need to be inside. Now. Come on.” With a firm hold on Cassandra’s arm, Bree dragged her through the heavy wooden door.

Inside, it was warm and welcoming. The music was louder now, but it set Cassandra’s limbs moving instinctively. It was a decent size for a midtown bar: long and narrow room, high ceilings. White walls with framed pictures and all things Irish, hardwood floors, a few tables and chairs along the walls. The main lights were dimmed, so the endless strings of white Christmas lights cast an ambient glow. It definitely felt cozy. Cassandra quickly counted eight barstools lined up in front of a sturdy, polished mahogany bar, with enough people talking and drinking to fill the place almost to capacity.

The bluesy classic rock song ended and morphed into the Eagles’ version of Please Come Home for Christmas, which Cassandra had always liked.

Still, something inside her wanted to leave. Almost like a whisper of intuition . . .

“It’s a little crowded,” she said, loudly enough to be heard over the noise. “Maybe we should go someplace else.”

“No, this is great,” Bree said with a smile. “I like it here. Cozy but fun. It’s not a dive, but not fancy. Perfect.” She pulled off her hat and unbuttoned her heavy coat.

Sighing, Cassandra pulled off her hat and her black leather gloves and shoved them into the pockets of her forest-green wool coat. Bree was already subtly shoving her way through people to get to a visible spot at the bar. Cassandra unbuttoned her coat and followed her friend. There were two bartenders working—one at the far end, and one close enough to be in earshot of Bree, his back turned as he fixed a drink.

Just as Cassandra got through to stand at Bree’s side, the taller bartender turned around. Her heart stopped in her chest, then dropped to her stomach. It was Sean. Sean McKinnon, whom she hadn’t seen or been in contact with in over seven years, standing mere inches away. The man she once thought she’d marry . . . before he left her and broke her heart. Left her broken.

She could barely breathe. It was like the air in the room had dried up and vanished.

Drink in his hand, he froze where he stood. His deep blue eyes went wide and locked on her. Shock openly washed over his handsome face as it paled.

Bree was the one who spoke; the only one apparently capable of speech. “Oh. My. God.”

Cassandra’s heart took off with a gallop and her blood roared in her ears. She didn’t know what to say or what to do. Sean McKinnon was standing in front of her. They were separated only by the bar. It was unfathomable. Her mind went blank.

He broke the gaze first, setting the drink in his hand down for the man to Cassandra’s left. He placed both hands on the bar, as if to brace himself, and looked from her to Bree and back to her again before saying, “It’s really you.”

“I thought you lived in Los Angeles,” she choked out.

“I moved back two years ago,” he said. The familiar smooth tone of his voice, the cadence, the lyrical way his Irish brogue made his words sound like music, all pierced her heart.

They stared at each other in open astonishment before he said, “God, Cassie, I can’t believe this. I mean . . . what are the odds? New York’s a big city.” He gave a wistful grin. “It’s good to see you.”

Something bubbled inside her chest and her throat closed up. Oh, how she’d loved him. And oh, how he’d hurt her in the end. A torrent of emotions whooshed through her in crashing waves: anger, shock, indignation . . . and longing, tinged with plain old lust. He was so gorgeous. Maybe more so. Sexier than ever, that jerk.

“You look wonderful,” he said quietly. The corner of his mouth curved up in the lopsided grin that used to make her melt. It made her knees weak now, too. “Ya cut your hair. And it’s so straight.”

Unconsciously, her hand flew up to touch her hair. Back in college, when they’d been a couple, her wavy hair had flowed almost to her waist. Now, as an almost-thirty-year-old English professor, she’d made sure she looked the part: she’d had her waves straightened chemically, and cut it to rest on her shoulders. “Yeah. I cut it. A while ago. You did too.”

He grinned again. “Aye, no more pony tails.” His hair was still shaggy, but only reached his jawline now and no longer went past his shoulders. It was a little darker as well. Back then, she’d thought of his hair as being dirty blond, but now it was more like a golden brown. She remembered how his hair would lighten in the summer, the strands bleaching to a shimmering gold. A flash of running her fingers through it as he kissed her went through her mind . . . she felt her stomach do a slow flip and looked away, hoping her cheeks weren’t flaming like her insides suddenly were.

His blue, blue eyes flickered to Bree. “Still friends, eh? That’s nice. Hello, Bree.”

“Hi.” She glanced at Cassandra, then back to him. “Wow. Um . . . so. You work here?”

“I work here, and I own half the place.” His gaze stayed glued to his ex-girlfriend’s face.

“You don’t play guitar anymore?” Cassandra said in surprise.

“Oh, I play gigs. I even play here once or twice a week. But I needed something more solid, as well. Remember my best friend, Jimmy O’Reilly?”

“Of course I do.” Cassandra recalled the blond instantly. He and Sean had been like brothers growing up together back in Ireland. Jimmy had moved to New York first, at nineteen, with Sean following less than a year later. They’d even shared an apartment together down in the Village. Jimmy was laughter and good times, whereas Sean was intense and thoughtful. She’d spent a good amount of time with Sean’s best friend. “How is he?”

“He’s good. When I came back to New York two years ago, we partnered. This bar—he owns half, I own half. We’re in it together.” He couldn’t take his eyes from Cassandra, even when the guy on Bree’s right asked for a beer. It was like he was in a trance. It unnerved her.

She swallowed hard and said, “Well then, we should let you should go back to work.”

“Will you stay a while?” he blurted. “I . . . it’d be nice to talk to you.” His marine blue eyes captured hers and held. “It’s been a long time. I’d love to catch up. Please, Cassie.”

She and Bree exchanged a quick glance. “Up to you,” Bree murmured.

What am I, crazy? I should walk away right now, Cassandra thought. The same way he walked away from me when I begged him not to. But the look in his eyes was so earnest, so raw and open . . . he was obviously glad to see her and didn’t want her to leave. His twinkling blues were practically pleading with her.

And who was she kidding? She wanted to talk to him, to sit and stare at him, try to wrap her head around this incredible chance meeting. How many times had she wondered where he’d ended up, what he was doing? How many times had she wondered what he looked like now? She wanted to sit and memorize every feature.

Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “I guess. I mean, we’ll be here for a little while.”

“Fantastic,” he breathed, grinning brightly. “Ehm . . . so, what are you two drinking? It’s on me.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Bree said.

“Sure he can,” Cassandra said, the slightest edge to her tone. “It’s the least he can do.”

Sean met her eyes, and the grin faded. “It is.”

“Sam Adams for me, then,” Bree said. “Thanks.”

“And you, love?” Sean asked Cassandra.

She gasped softly, taken off guard by his casual use of his old endearment for her. Cassielove, he’d call her, making it one word. Or just Love . . . all the time. Always.

He realized it immediately and paled a bit. “Sorry, Cassie. It just slipped out . . . ”

“It’s okay,” she said quietly. Remembering, she added, “I’ll have the black stuff.”

The sexy grin returned and his eyes sparkled. “Ah, that’s a good girl.” He turned away to get their drinks.

Bree grasped Cassandra’s arm. “Holy crap. Are you okay?”

“No,” Cassandra said. Aftershock was setting in. Waves of disbelief made her insides wobble and her legs tremble. “I’m in shock. I can’t think straight.”

“We can leave right now,” Bree said. “Oh God, you’re shaking.”

Cassandra hadn’t realized she was until Bree said so. A deeper tremor rocked her body.

Bree squeezed her friend’s arms and rubbed them, meant to soothe. “You want to take off, we’re outta here. Seriously, Cass. Whatever you want to do, we do it.”

“I don’t know what I want. I . . . I just can’t believe it,” Cassandra breathed. She stared back at her friend. “I mean, like he said, what are the odds? New York is how big? This is insane.” She glanced at Sean, halfway down the bar at the tap, pulling a pint of Guinness. Sean McKinnon, right there in front of her, mere feet away. Unbelievable.

“Well, it is the season for holiday miracles, isn’t it?” Bree said dryly. She peered closer at her best friend. “Cass? You sure you want to stay?”

She let out a hard puff of air and said, “Yes. I want to hear what he could possibly have to say to me. I do.” Her lips twisted as she added, “He looks good, doesn’t he? Gotta admit it.”

“Oh yeah. He certainly is aging well,” Bree said. “In fact, he’s hotter than he was seven years ago, the rat.”

“I know. He totally is. It’s not fair. Damn him.” Cassandra swallowed hard and craned her neck, looking for a place to sit down. “I don’t think there are any empty chairs . . . ”

“Well, we’re going to find at least one,” Bree said with determination. “Not just because you’re shaking, but because we’re not going to hang out here at the bar, looking like we’re hanging all over him. No freaking way.”

Cassandra just nodded. Her head was spinning. He’d been happy to see her. He lived in New York? He co-owned a bar? It was overwhelming. Her brain was in overload, and her stomach was in knots. “I’m glad you’re here,” she whispered into Bree’s ear.

“Me too. When you two saw each other, I thought you were both going to fall over. I know I almost did.” Bree squeezed her arm again.

Cassandra scowled as she admitted, “My pride and ego are yelling at me. Saying screw him, just leave right now and never look back. Like he did to me . . .”

Bree stayed quiet, watching her friend.

Cassandra heaved out a heavy sigh. “He hurt me so badly, Bree. Just looking at him brings it back.” She licked her suddenly dry lips. “From how good we were, to how he devastated me when he left . . . ugh,” she shuddered.

Bree put an arm around her shoulders. “Anyone who would’ve walked away from something like what you two had . . . I said it then, and I’ll say it again now: he was an all-out dumbass.”

Cassandra snorted out a laugh. “Yup. And I’m giving him a chance to talk to me anyway. So maybe I’m a dumbass too.”

“Nope. You’re human. It’s curiosity, plain and simple.” Bree squeezed her, a hug of support. “Look, whatever happens here, I’ve got your back.”

“You always have. And I’m so grateful for that.”


Chapter Two
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Sean glanced over at Cassie and Bree for the hundredth time. After he’d given them their drinks, they’d moved further into the bar and found one open chair. He’d watched as a young guy offered them another chair and helped both women off with their coats, making Sean’s insides tense. But the girls had apparently brushed him off, because for the past twenty minutes, they’d been sitting closely, huddled together and talking.

He had some idea of what—who—they were chatting about.

His head was still reeling. Of all the bars in all of New York, she’d walked into his? Unbelievable. An insane coincidence. Fate, perhaps? Who the hell knew.

Looking at her was like being in some weird dream—she was hauntingly familiar, and it didn’t seem real that she was there. He couldn’t believe she’d agreed to stay and talk with him. She was gracious, even with the flare of anger he’d seen spark in her beautiful brown eyes.

Those eyes . . . they had drawn him in from the moment he’d met her. Deep, coffee-colored, brimming with warmth and intelligence, they had captivated him in an instant. Then, when she was his girlfriend, he used to stare into them endlessly, feeling like he could sink into her soul through that warm, dark gateway . . .

As he gazed at her now, memories that hadn’t surfaced for years came swarming back.

Kissing her, running his fingers through her shiny, waist-length hair . . . endless hours of exploring her enticing body, making love with her night after night . . . laughing together when they’d sit and talk in the bar after a gig . . . how her gorgeous eyes would widen, just a drop, when she first saw him, and he felt slammed with a wave of her open love for him . . .

He remembered the day they met, a day very much like this one. He could recall it easily, almost every detail.

It had been particularly cold for the first day of December. A few months shy of twenty-three, he’d lived in Manhattan for about three years then. Itching to get out of his overcrowded house—being the fourth of eight children, he never had any space to himself—and get out of his dead-end small town, he’d left Ireland to come to America. Jimmy, his best friend, was loving life in New York City since he’d moved the year before, and kept encouraging Sean to give it a try.

Sean had thought about it for a few months before deciding to take the leap. He’d have to find a job, of course. Something physical, something that didn’t demand a lot of reading or sitting still. But New York City had plenty of jobs like that, and it was a fantastic place to play his guitar, sing, and find steady gigs. That was what his true passion was, what he really wanted to do, and he couldn’t do that in County Kildare.

He’d moved in with Jimmy, down in the Village. He’d found a job in a Midtown corporate mailroom, lifting the heavy stuff, and worked there a five days a week. And, after a scant few weeks, he’d found places to play and sing. He sang cover songs, and he sang the handful of songs he’d written. He sang solo acoustic gigs, and after a while, he hooked up with a cover band. The shows were all in cramped little bars and clubs, sometimes with only a handful of people to listen, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to play. It kept him going.

Jimmy worked as a bartender at a small but popular place down near Washington Square Park, and Sean spent time there when he wasn’t working, be it knocking back beers or playing an acoustic set one night a week. And there was no shortage of girls. There were lots of them. As Jimmy had predicted they would, they flocked to him. They swooned over his Irish accent, his charming manner, his long, dark blond hair that went to his shoulders, his singing and playing guitar . . . for him, life in America was pretty sweet.

On that first day of December, he’d got out of a taxi, pulling his guitar and large amplifier out of the trunk. The amp was so heavy and clunky, and it was so cold, he’d had to take a cab, it was too far to walk. Denny, the drummer of the band he’d been playing some regular gigs with of late, had invited him over for dinner before they headed to that night’s show together. Denny had a new girlfriend, a sweet Italian girl named Gina who loved to cook and lived over in NYU territory, close to that night’s gig. As much as he loved pizza, if he ate any more of it, Sean thought he might turn into one. Eager for a decent homemade meal, he had accepted the invite.

He was so focused on dragging his heavy amp up the stone stairs of Gina’s apartment building that he didn’t see the girl standing at the top, holding the front door open, until he almost slammed into her. He looked up into the face of one of the prettiest girls he’d ever seen. Dark wavy hair, super long, framed a pale face with bee stung lips and eyes that twinkled at him. They were such a warm brown, he wanted to just fall into them. And he kind of did. For the first time in a very long time, he found himself tongue tied in front of a gorgeous girl.

She smiled at him, and it was like bathing in light. “Come on in,” she said. “I’ve been watching you wrestle with that, I wanted to help.”

“That’s really nice of ya,” he said, his brain clicking back into gear. “Thanks so much.” He angled himself past her to get into the foyer, dragging the old amp with him and stealing glances at her. She was average height, but most of her body was hidden under that long, brick red wool coat. Her hair went down to the middle of her back, and he had a flash of wanting to thread his fingers through the thick, shiny mane.

She went inside with him and buzzed open the main door.

“Are ya going upstairs too?” he asked.

“No, actually, I was just leaving,” she said. “I live here.” Her voice was sweet, but had that edge—she was smart, he could tell. Really smart. He heard it in her voice and saw it in her eyes; it emanated from her as much as her kindness. She was . . . respectable. A nice girl. Bloody beautiful. And all of it appealed to him. He was immediately captivated.

Wanting to hear her talk more, he continued on. “You live here, eh? I have a friend here, they invited me for dinner.” He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Something in him felt an actual physical pull to her . . . it didn’t make sense, but he felt it all the same. He didn’t want her to walk away yet. So he flashed a broad smile and went for it. “Any chance you’d like to join us?”

She blinked at him, wide eyed. “Um . . . thank you, but no, I can’t. I’m on my way to dinner with a friend of my own. But thanks.”

They stood and stared at each other for a few seconds. The air around them seemed to crackle with electricity. He extended a hand. “Name’s Sean. Sean McKinnon. It’s nice to meet you . . . ?”

“Cassandra Baines.” She smiled again and shook his hand. Her hand was warm; he felt the warmth even through his glove. That was one of the things that drew him in: her warmth. She was softly radiant with it.

“Lovely to meet ya. That’s a beautiful name.” He stared a few more seconds, then realized he was staring too much and broke the gaze. He looked around. “Ehm . . . could ya tell me where the elevator is?”

“Right there.” She pointed down the hall, but then appeared to change her mind and walked to it instead, pushing the button on the wall. She turned to look at him as he followed, rolling the bulky amp along the hallway floor. When their eyes met again, they held. A faint blush rose in her cheeks and she shyly bit down on her bottom lip.

His heart skipped a beat. Christ, she was beautiful. Absolutely adorable. “Do ya like music?”

“What?” She blinked. “Music? Yeah, of course.”

“Good.” He gestured to the guitar still slung over his shoulder. “I play. Obviously. I sing too.” He grinned, hoping he didn’t sound like an idiot. “I have a gig later tonight. Over at John-O’s, down on 12th and 1st. We’re playing from ten to midnight. Why don’t ya come down? Maybe you’d like it.”

Her eyes widened. “Um . . . I don’t know . . . ”

“C’mon, it’ll be fun! I’d, ehm . . . I’d really like to see you there. Think on it?”

The elevator door opened and she raised her arm to hold it open for him. He moved past her, thanking her as he got his amp, his guitar, and himself into the compartment. But when she lowered her arm, his hand flew up to hold the door open, and his eyes held hers as he asked in a cheerful tone, “So, Cassie? Will I see you tonight?” Please say yes, he thought, willing her silently to accept.

A shy but delighted smile crept across her face. “I’ll think on it.”

“I’ll buy you a drink,” he promised.

“You can’t,” she said with regret. “I’m only twenty. Won’t be twenty-one until April.”

“Ah. Well, you can still get in, though. I’ll buy ya a soda,” he teased. “But come to the gig.”

“I’ll think on it,” she said again, more firmly this time.

Don’t push, lad. “Okay. Hope you show up.” He looked at her, taking her in, hoping to God she would. “Thanks again for the help. Very kind of ya. Appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. Nice to meet you, Sean.”

“The pleasure was mine.” He hit the button for the fifth floor. “Right. Well, Happy Christmas, if I don’t see ya.”

As the door slid closed, she said quickly in response, “Merry Christmas.”

Later that night, he was about half an hour into the gig and had given up hope that she’d come . . . and just as his mood started to dip from that disappointment, she walked into the small club. His heart skyrocketed as he watched her come in with two other girls—safety in numbers, he supposed. They found a table on the side, he smiled brightly at her, and the girls stayed for the rest of the gig. After he was done playing, he went straight over to her and sat down . . . her friends moved across the bar to another table to give them some space, and he and Cassie started to talk. The connection was instant. He might have fallen in love with her right then. He’d always thought so. They’d talked for hours, until the club closed . . .

And that was it. They’d been inseparable from then on, for a year and a half. His life had changed irrevocably on that night.

Now he looked at her, sitting across the room, and a million flashes of memory flooded him. It made his chest hurt and his blood race. He’d loved her more than any other girl, ever.

He’d shut down after their breakup, by choice. Made himself busy, too busy to even have time for a girlfriend. Decided he was better off, didn’t need the trappings of a relationship . . . and didn’t want the responsibility of holding someone’s heart in his hands again.

He knew how deeply he’d hurt Cassie when he’d ended them, and didn’t ever want another woman to look at him that way again. The looks of desperation, then the pain, then the anger on her face, as her love for him turned to fiery hate right before his eyes in a few gutwrenching weeks . . . it was sickening. It was his own bloody fault, he’d done it, and he knew that. Didn’t make it easier to take. He’d had to leave. Couldn’t stand the thought of running into her around Manhattan. So he’d moved to Los Angeles. Gotten as far away from her as he could.

Now, he looked at her for the hundredth time and felt his chest tighten. He could steal glances from his position behind the bar, and he did, as often as he could. Cassie was even more beautiful now than she’d been back then, if that was possible. Yet she was different now, in many discernible ways. It wasn’t just her haircut, it was the way she carried herself: more assured, refined, mature. And the way she looked at him was wary, guarded. She used to look up at him like he held the world in the palm of his hand, along with her heart . . . not now, that was for sure. She was a polished, professional woman.

He was dying to talk to her. Not that he knew what the hell to say. But sweet Jaysus, she was in his bar, of all the bars in New York City. Was it a Christmas miracle? He laughed at himself for thinking it. But one never knew . . .

Only problem was, the bar was packed. He hadn’t stopped serving drinks for a minute since people had poured in after the tree lighting, just as Jimmy had predicted.

Finally, he caught his younger sister’s eye as she came out of the kitchen. She was waitressing and serving, but he insistently waved her over. Anna approached him with a smile.

“Hey, Seanie,” she said, her choppy blonde hair peeking out from beneath a Santa hat. “You like the hat? I thought it’d be cute.”

“I need a favor,” he blurted.

“Ha!” Anna rolled her eyes. “What’s the story?”

“Remember the girl I told ya about, from a few years back? Cassie, from NYU?”

“The one ya dumped and then mooned about for who knows how long?”

Sean winced, cringing. “Aye. That girl.”

Anna chuckled. “So, what about her?”

He leaned in so she could hear him better. “She’s here, Annie. In the bar. She’s sitting right over there. I want to go talk to her, but it’s so bloody busy in here—”

“Go! Of course, Sean, go! I’ll tend bar. Take as long as ya need.” She impulsively hugged him and added, “Ya softie.” She was already walking to the end of the bar so she could get behind the counter.

“God bless you, Anna,” he said to her back. He quickly filled two new glasses with Guinness, grabbed another bottle of Sam Adams, and put them on a small round tray to carry to where Cassie and Bree sat talking. He sent another quick prayer up to the heavens, dropped a kiss on Anna’s cheek as he passed her, and started threading his way through the noisy bar.


Chapter Three
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“He’s sure taking his sweet time coming over here, isn’t he,” Cassandra remarked.

“Cass. Give him a break,” Bree said. “It’s packed in here. He’s working. He’s busy.”

Cassandra slanted a look her way. “You’re making excuses for him.”

“What? No. They’re facts.” Sabrina Gervais narrowed her eyes at her lifelong best friend. “I’ll make no excuses for him, ever. Not after what he did to you.”

“I know.” Cassandra drank the last of her Guinness. The song over the sound system changed again, now to the Ronettes’ bouncy version of Sleigh Ride. The cheeriness of the old classic didn’t undo the knot in her chest, however.

Bree drained her bottle of beer before saying, “Cass. I’m the one whose shoulder you cried on for months after he left. It hurt my heart, seeing you like that. You were devastated. Beyond devastated.”

Cassandra shuddered as she recalled those days. “Yup.”

“There were times I didn’t think you’d ever get over him. So yeah, I’m a little protective of you where he’s concerned, and wary too.” Bree shrugged and arched a thin brow. “I don’t apologize for that.”

“Good. Don’t.” Cassandra leaned in and gave her best friend a quick hug. “Love you.”

She couldn’t say it aloud, but Bree had been right. Just seeing Sean confirmed her gnawing fear—she still felt something when she looked at him. But the anger was there, too, and she had every right to it. He’d tossed their relationship aside like day-old trash, without a reasonable explanation. No matter how she’d cried, or tried to talk to him, or even begged. . . once he’d made up his mind that they were over, that had been it. Nothing she’d said or done had swayed him.

After the breakup, her heart had throbbed for weeks before the paralyzing sadness morphed into red hot anger. How dared he treat her that way? He didn’t deserve her love; he didn’t deserve her. Her fury, her scorn, had gotten her through the nights when sorrow threatened to overtake her. It took a long time, over a year, but she slowly got over Sean McKinnon. And pushed him out of her mind, and moved on with her life.

Or so she’d thought.

What bothered her now was, if she was one hundred percent over him, she wouldn’t feel anything at all. The opposite of love wasn’t hate, but indifference, and she sure as hell didn’t feel indifferent when she glanced over at him. Tall and lean, ruggedly handsome, oozing sex appeal from behind the bar, doling out drinks and patter with charm and ease, he was as alluring to her as he’d ever been. Damn.

She hoped it didn’t show. She wanted him to think her indifferent. It was better that way. She certainly wished she was . . . she threw her shoulders back and stiffened her spine, reaching deep inside for her most cool and collected expression. It didn’t work. “God, I loved him, Bree,” she said.

“I know, honey,” Sabrina murmured, squeezing her forearm.

Cassandra glanced over at him again. He was talking to one of the waitresses, a short, pretty blonde wearing a Santa hat. She wondered fleetingly if they were dating. Why not? He was gorgeous, sexy, charming—he probably had women throwing themselves at him all the time. Why did that make her insides wince with jealousy? It was none of her business what he did, or who he did.

“Oliver Pottson asked me to go with him to the faculty holiday party,” she told Bree, trying to change the subject.

“Oh. Ew.” Bree wrinkled her nose. “Like, as a date? Or just as a companion?”

“I think as a date, and ew is right,” Cassandra said. “He kind of skeeves me. He looks at me like I’m . . . a meal or something.” She shuddered.

“What’d you say?”

“I turned him down as politely as possible, of course. I mean, hello, he’s the head of my department.”

“That can get sticky,” Bree cautioned. “Be careful.”

“I’m trying! But he’s relentless.”

“That’s harassment,” Bree spat.

“Not yet, but it’s borderline.” Cassandra sighed. “Who would I even go to? He’s the head of the English department. I just try to stay cordial, polite, and non-encouraging.”

“Sounds like he doesn’t need much encouraging,” Bree grumbled.

“I know. Yuck.” Cassandra turned to steal another peek at Sean. He was filling a glass with ale, focused on his task. “Oliver is the exact opposite of Sean.”

Bree barked out a sarcastic laugh. “No kidding! But that’s who you’ve dated ever since. Men who were . . .”

“Suitable,” Cassandra mumbled. “No musicians, no charming Irishmen, no one who radiates sex appeal and makes me want to rip their clothes off.”

“Yawn,” Bree said dryly.

“Yup,” Cassandra admitted “Sean and I were so connected . . . it was all consuming. And after it was over, I felt so hollow and gray when that passion and feeling were gone . . .” Her eyes fell away, a bit embarrassed at having admitted something so intensely personal.

“Been there,” Bree reminded her softly.

“Yeah. I know. You get it.” She cleared her throat and looked around the crowded bar, taking it all in.

It was loud, the energy frenetic. Not her scene anymore. Even though she was only twenty-nine and lived in the biggest, most lively city in the world, she didn’t go to bars and get drunk. She hadn’t hung out in places like this since her college days . . .

Long nights out with Sean. They’d been inseparable for the year and a half they were a couple, the end of her undergrad years at NYU. Several nights a week, when she was done with her studies, she’d sit in the back of bars and clubs all over Manhattan, while he played gigs. He’d play guitar and sing, and she’d sit at the back, nurse a Sex on the Beach, and watch her gorgeous, talented, charismatic boyfriend. After he was done playing, they’d have a few drinks, get something to eat, then go back to one of their apartments and make love until sunrise . . .

Long repressed memories bubbled up and inundated her with emotion. She didn’t want to remember how good they’d been together. She didn’t want to feel wistful or nostalgic. She shot a hard glance Sean’s way. “I shouldn’t be here. We should leave.”

“So let’s leave,” Bree said without a pause.

“He wrecked me,” Cassandra blurted in a sudden burst of anger. “I shouldn’t even have spoken to him, much less stayed in his bar. I told him I’d wait? What was I thinking?”

“That you’re curious to hear what he has to say?” Bree suggested.

Cassandra huffed out an exasperated sigh. “Yeah. Yes. That. And I shouldn’t be. I shouldn’t care.”

Bree set her empty bottle on the floor beneath her chair. “So listen. When he does get over here to talk to you, you want me to stay, or you want me to get scarce?”

Cassandra bit down on her lip. “I don’t know. I . . .” She shrugged.

“We’ll play it by ear, then. I can read you well enough that I’ll know what to do.” Bree turned her head to look again. “Well, he’s finally coming. With another round of drinks. Good tactic. Charmer.”

Cassandra rolled her shoulders. Her eyes were already glued to Sean, watching as he balanced the tray, while making his way towards them through the crowded bar. He moved languidly, with prowess and masculine grace, dressed simply in a black long-sleeved T-shirt and worn jeans that hung low on his narrow hips. She swallowed a sigh. God, he was sexier than ever. Heat rushed through her body just from looking at him, making parts of her ache in a way they hadn’t in a long time. Her eyes greedily roamed over him. Still lean and broad-shouldered, a day’s worth of gold stubble covering his jaw, his thick honey brown hair begging to be played with and pushed out of his eyes . . .

And those eyes. Oh, how she’d always loved his eyes. That deep, dark blue, so intense and sharp. They would lock on her like heat-seeking missiles, searching, as if trying to see deeper into her soul. Or he’d just hold her captive with long, adoring looks that made her melt inside.

Kind of like he was right now. He was focused on her as he stood before them.

“So sorry I couldn’t get over here sooner,” he said, handing Cassandra a fresh pint, then giving Bree her beer. “It’s really busy tonight. I finally got my sister to do me a favor and cover for a while.”

“That was nice of her,” Bree said.

“Your sister?” Cassandra was surprised. “One of your sisters is in New York now? Which one?”

“Anna,” he said. “The youngest.” He pointed to the blonde in the Santa hat, and a lance of embarrassment for her jealousy carved Cassandra’s pride. “She moved here at the end of the summer, and she works here for cash. She’s twenty-five now. Taking courses at FIT. She wants to be some kind of designer.”

With no free chairs around, Sean crouched down to their eye level. He was so close, Cassandra could see the blonde ends of his long lashes and smell his faint scent, musky and masculine. It made her head swim.

“It’s good to see ya, Cassie,” he said softly. His eyes bore into hers. “I’m . . . stunned. I mean, of all the bars in the city . . . it’s a helluva coincidence, eh? And I’m so glad. Honestly, I didn’t think I’d ever see ya again. It’s really nice . . . and startling, really.”

She couldn’t speak. Suddenly overcome with emotion, with feelings she couldn’t even label washing over her, she sat there frozen, staring back at him. He still evoked such powerful stirrings in her heart. He still had that way of looking at her like she was the most important person in the world. His very presence affected her, still, as strongly as it ever had.

This was bad. This was . . . dangerous.

Because she couldn’t think straight. And ever since she’d gotten over the initial heartbreak, she’d worked hard to think straight. To be smarter about her choices. To not be seduced by passion, or intense emotion. That he had such an effect on her now, out of nowhere, made her both scared and angry. She wanted to shove him and send him sprawling onto his ass . . . but also to throw her arms around his neck and breathe him in.

She was a mess inside. She just prayed it didn’t show.

“Are you okay?” he asked gently.

“No,” she whispered. “I’m . . . I think I’m just in shock. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again either.”

“I know,” he whispered back. “I just can’t believe it.” The bright blues swept over her face. “I can’t stop staring at ya, I’m sorry. It’s so bloody good to see you. I, ehm . . . well . . .”

Bree bolted to her feet. “Here, sit down,” she instructed Sean. “Take my chair. Sit.”

He cleared his throat and rose as well. “No, no, you sit.”

“Sean. You two need to talk. I’m in the way.” Bree looked at her friend. “Hey.”

Cassandra blinked, the spell broken, and looked up at her. “Yeah?”

“You’re okay.”

It wasn’t a question, it was a reminder. Cassandra nodded.

“Why don’t the three of us go back to the office?” Sean suggested, holding his glass of Guinness in one hand while he gestured towards the back with the other. “We’d be able to hear each other better, have some privacy. There’s enough space for all of us to sit—”

“No,” Bree said. “You two go and talk. I’m gonna head home.”

“This was our night together,” Cassandra objected.

“Yes, and it was great,” Bree said. “But I’m going to finish this beer, then take a cab to Penn and go home. It’s fine. You two go ahead.” She fixed Sean with a hard look. “I know where to find you now, though. Remember that.”

Sean looked down at the petite brunette’s determined expression. If she was five-foot-two, that was a generous assessment. But he saw the set of her jaw, the fire in her olive green eyes, and said somberly, “I have no doubt.”

“Good.” Bree leaned down to hug her friend and whispered in her ear, “You got this. Don’t give him an inch without making him beg for it.”

Cassandra hugged back and said into her hair, “I’ll call you in the morning.”

“No, you’ll text me tonight as soon as you’re done,” Bree corrected her. “I don’t care what time it is. Text me.” She straightened and grabbed her coat from the back of the chair with her free hand, then gestured to Sean with the hand that held her beer. “Okay. I’m going. Thanks for the drinks.”

He nodded silently.

Bree shot one last glance at Cassandra, then walked away.

Sean sat in the vacated chair and sighed. “She hates me,” he said.

“Yup,” Cassandra said. “But do you blame her?”

“No.” Sean’s eyes flickered away to Bree’s retreating back in the crowd. The song over the speakers changed to Bryan Adams’ version of Run Rudolph Run, and he turned back to Cassandra. “Actually, I’m surprised you agreed to stay and talk. I thought you hated me too.”

“I did. For a long time,” she said.

He stared at her, jolted by her bluntness. “I’m sure you did.”

“I’m past that now,” she informed him coolly.

“Good to know,” he murmured. Something inside him rolled, a wave of regret, that made him slightly nauseous. He’d made her hate him. He scrubbed a hand over his jaw, the bristles reminding him he hadn’t shaved in three days.

She’d hated him.

At the time, when he’d broken up with her, that was what he’d wanted. He’d thought it better that she hate him than pine for him, that hating him would help her move on. But hearing he’d succeeded . . . it hurt. It made his stomach churn. “I’m truly sorry for that.”

“For what?” she asked, a trace of annoyance in her voice. “For making me hate you?”

“Yes.”

She shrugged, her gaze flickering away.

His face felt hot. He lifted his pint and took several long gulps. She wasn’t going to make this easy on him. But hey, he was the one who’d asked her to stay.

She sipped her pint of Guinness and licked the foam from her lips, an innocent gesture that made his breath catch. What she used to do to him with that tongue. Those lips. That luscious mouth . . . his blood rushed through his body, and suddenly his jeans felt too tight. Jaysus, had he no shame? He cleared his throat.

“Do you want to talk out here?” he asked, loudly enough to be heard over the rollicking Christmas tune. “Or do you want to go back to the office, as I suggested? There’s a couch, and a chair. Whatever ya want, Cassie.”

She took another sip of her Guinness before remarking, “No one calls me that.”

His brows creased. “Calls ya what? Cassie?”

She nodded. “I wouldn’t let anyone. I was called Cassie as a kid, all the time, but I made everyone stop when I hit my teens. I thought ‘Cassie’ was childish. Then I met you . . . you always called me that, from day one.”

“I did.” The corners of his mouth lifted.

“Well, I never let anyone else call me it after we broke up. Because it reminded me of you.” She held her glass of Guinness with both hands, on her knee, her posture rigid.

“So hearing me call ya that brings back memories?” he asked, looking into her eyes.

She gazed at his face. His beautiful face, so familiar and yet strange at the same time. A few laugh lines were etched at the corners of his eyes now, only adding to his sex appeal, which was already off the charts. The small silver hoop in his ear glinted in the light. Through the sea of dark gold stubble that covered his strong jaw, his lips were sensual, alluring . . . he had been the most amazing kisser. She bet he was even better at it now. Heat flowed through her at the thought. “Maybe,” she murmured.

“Maybe, eh?” His voice dipped as he asked, “Some good ones, I hope?”

That made her pause before answering truthfully, “Both good and bad.”

The smile faded away. “I understand.” He stood, then leaned in to take her coat from the back of her chair. “Come on. Let’s go where we can really talk.”

A wave of nervous excitement rushed through her, but she schooled her features to appear neutral as she got to her feet. “Lead the way.”


Chapter Four
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The noise from the bar was instantly muffled when Sean closed the office door behind Cassie. He watched her as she made a cursory study of the small office before sitting on the far end of the worn couch, beside his coat. She held her pint with both hands, again resting it on her knee. Her manicured fingertips, polished in dark red, circled the rim of the glass over and over. She’d always been prone to fidgeting when uneasy, he remembered, and was glad to know he wasn’t the only one feeling edgy.

He tried to appear nonchalant as he sat on the other end of the couch, careful not to let their feet bump or to touch her at all. But his eyes greedily drank her in. Her hair was so different that it still threw him. She looked so sleek and professional now. Her black turtleneck sweater looked soft, probably cashmere, and his fingers itched to touch her. She was still slender, but the full swell of her breasts distracted him. A memory of them, heavy and gorgeous as they filled his hands, flashed in his mind and sent a jolt straight to his groin. She made him crazy with lust, even still. He cleared his throat and made himself tear his gaze away.

She was dressed nicely, as if she’d met Bree straight from work. He felt scrubby in comparison, unshaven and wearing only a T-shirt and jeans. If he’d known his ex-girlfriend was going to show up in his bar, he’d have cleaned up some.

He finally allowed his eyes to rest on her face, again taken by how beautiful she was. A few years hadn’t stolen from her looks, only added to them. Her skin was still perfect, and he longed to touch her. How many times had he held that face in his hands? His. She’d been all his.

Back then, she’d been pure sweetness and light. She’d openly adored him. He always felt invincible when she was around, her love for him sustaining and bolstering him. Now, she seemed closed off, and he knew he couldn’t blame her. But he wondered if it was solely because of him, or had she changed?

She seemed unyielding, both in posture and in manner. And her dark eyes, which had always been so filled with warmth and affection when she looked at him, now reflected wariness as she regarded him. He hated that, but had to admit he understood it.

“Right. So,” he began. “I’m still taking this in.”

“Me too,” she said.

He nodded. An awkward silence stretched for several long beats.

“Did you ever think of me?” she asked.

He blinked, taken aback by the question. “When? Over the years, ya mean?”

“Yes.”

“Of course I did,” he confessed. “Usually, at this time of year. Things around the city just brought it all back, ya know? Smells on a cold wind, Christmas time . . . you know why.”

She nodded and took a sip from her glass. “Sure. The two Decembers we shared were so . . .” Spots of pink blossomed on her cheeks. “Forget it.” She took a sip of her drink.

“I wish I could,” he said thickly. “Forget it, I mean. But something always brings it back.” He tried to get her to meet his eyes, but she wouldn’t. “Did you ever think of me?”

“Of course. But less as time went by, thank goodness.”

“If you thought of me at all, ya probably thought of me with anger, am I right?”

At that, her eyes lifted and met his, but she said nothing.

“I mean, that last email you sent . . . it was scathing.”

“You called me, drunk, on Christmas Eve,” she bit out. “Five months after you’d moved away. Rambling about how much you missed me. It was . . .”

“Honest,” he murmured.

“Cruel,” she countered. “Calling me like that, at Christmas, was just cruel.”

He felt a chill skitter over him. “Jaysus, Cassie, I didn’t mean to be.”

“Yes, you did. You were cruel from the day you broke up with me.”

“I know I was, but . . .” His breath felt stuck in his lungs. “Not that last phone call. That night, aye I was trousered, but I was trying to . . .” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter now. Anyway, the next day, you sent that email. Blasted me with both barrels. Made it clear you wanted me to leave ya be. Told me not to contact you again. I thought ya just wanted to forget I ever existed.”

“At that point, I did.” She looked at him from beneath the fringe of her dark lashes. There was a lot going on in her eyes, but he couldn’t read her. Once upon a time, he used to be able to read her so well. Finally, her shoulders drew back as she cleared her throat and asked coolly, “Do you really want to go into all that right now? Because frankly, I don’t.”

“I don’t either.” He scrubbed his hands over his face and leaned back a little. Another awkward silence stretched as they warily regarded one another. They sipped their drinks. Finally, she spoke.

“I thought you lived in Los Angeles,” she said. “Why’d you move back here?”

“I didn’t like it out there,” he said plainly. “Totally different way of life. Which was good at first . . . because honestly, I was trying to get over ya and move on. But I was miserable.” He took another long gulp from his glass. “Everyone out there’s so phony. Plastic. The band wasn’t taking off, we couldn’t get a break . . . it sucked. After a while, I hated it. Even considered going back home.”

“Back to Ireland?” she asked.

He nodded and rubbed the stubble on his jaw absently. “Then, about two and a half years ago, I came back to New York to visit Jimmy. His ma had just passed, back home. And being in the States when she passed, not being there for her, he was kind of a mess. Thought he could use a friend. And I was right. When I got here, not only was he falling apart, but the bar was going under too. He needed help. I knew I could give it. So I chose to come back here.”

Her head tilted slightly as she regarded him. “Really?”

“It seems to have worked. We’re here, right? Bar’s thriving.” He shrugged and added, “You help your friends. He needed help.”

She seemed to take that in, then said, “You always did have a good head for business. Numbers. That came naturally to you.”

He was surprised she recalled that. “Aye, that’s true. So he partnered me in.”

“You were always a loyal friend.”

His mouth went dry. “Thanks, but I’m no hero or anythin’.” He quickly stole a sip of beer. “It wasn’t a hardship to make the move. I hated L.A., and I loved New York. I always did, and I still do.”

She nodded. “So do I.”

“Right. You never left Manhattan?”

“Nope. Did my graduate program at Columbia. Finished a bit early. Got a position at NYU. I’m an assistant professor. English Lit.” She shifted the glass to balance on her other knee. “So yes, I’ve been here all along.”

“Congratulations on all that,” he said. “It’s impressive. But I always knew you’d be successful . . .” He tried to smile, even as he thought, That’s why I let you go, Cassie. So you’d be free to spread your wings and soar. “So, where do you live now?”

“In Chelsea.”

“Nice area.”

“It is. I like it. But my apartment’s tiny, and I have a roommate. I never see her, though. She’s in medical school at NYU. Crazy schedule.” She ran her fingertip around the rim of the glass again. “And you? Where are you living?”

“Still down in the Village, same tiny apartment.” He caught the surprise that flickered across her face. “Yeah, yeah. Only I live there alone now. When Jimmy moved out last year to live with his girlfriend, I stayed. Once he’d partnered me in to the bar, I was doing well enough that I didn’t need a new roommate if I stayed there.”

“Well, that’s good.” A small grin appeared as she said, “I remember Jimmy well, of course. So much fun . . . we had some great times.”

“We sure as hell did,” he said with a broad smile, warmed by her admission. It was one of the first positive things she’d said. “Now he’s engaged to be married.”

“Really? Wow. Good for him.”

“Why ‘wow’?” Sean wondered aloud. “You thought he’d never get married?”

“No, not really,” she admitted. “He was always out for a good time. I never saw him as the marrying type. Then again . . . I thought you were.” The grin evaporated and her eyes shifted back down to her drink as she whispered, “What did I know.”

Sean’s heart seized. A sudden rush of desperation flowed through him, searingly hot and urgent. He leaned in. “Cassie, I . . .” With frustration, he shook his head, pausing before throwing his cards down. But he felt compelled. “If you leave here tonight and never speak to me again, I need ya to understand something. I left you for your own good. I meant it when I told ya that. I thought I was doing right by you by letting you go.”

The color drained from her face as she stared back at him. “And I told you that it wouldn’t be like that. I told you so many times—I begged you to listen to me—”

“I know. But I couldn’t believe it. I’d made up my mind that it was the right thing to do, and that was that.”

“I remember very well,” she murmured angrily.

“I was young and stupid and . . . well . . . insecure, I guess. Didn’t want ya to end up resenting me . . .” He swallowed hard. “I couldn’t even stay on the same coast as you once we broke up—that’s why I moved so far away. I knew the band wasn’t fantastic. But I needed to put real distance between us . . .” He glanced away as he revealed, “. . . so I couldn’t come crawling back and beg ya to take me back. Because I wanted to, Cassie. So many times. That’s why I called that Christmas Eve.”

“No.” She shook her head adamantly. “No. You were just drunk and lonely.”

“You’re right, I was drunk and lonely. But when I said I was sorry, when I said I wanted you back, I meant it. All the things I rambled on about that night, I meant them. But I’d done too much damage. You didn’t believe me.”

“That’s right. How could I?”

“You couldn’t, I know that.” He sighed heavily, wretchedness squeezing his stomach again.

“I hated that you didn’t come back right away. That fall . . .” Her dark eyes filled with tears as she looked at him. “I hated that you let me go; that you didn’t fight for me, for us. You don’t know how many times I wished you’d come back for me. Done or said something. . . anything to show I meant more to you than your pride.” She sniffed back the tears that threatened. “And by the time you did, when you finally called months later, I didn’t have any faith left in you. It was ruined. You ruined us.” She took a deep breath, dabbed at the corners of her eyes, and whispered, “God, I can’t believe I just told you all that.”

He felt like he’d swallowed sawdust. He couldn’t speak.

Luckily for him, she went on. “I’ll tell you the truth. For a long time, I had this recurring daydream, that you’d just show up at my door . . .” Her voice broke and she sniffled, trying so hard not to cry. She looked away and shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. Forget it.”

Seeing how stark her sadness was—still, after all this time—made Sean’s heart clench and his stomach churn anxiously. She still felt something, if just talking about it could bring her to tears. He saw it all over her face. What did I do to this girl? He tried to swallow back the lump in his throat, but it felt lodged there.

Her voice lowered back to a whisper as she confessed, “When we were over, Sean . . . I wasn’t the same after.”

“Me too, love,” he finally managed, his throat still thick as he inched closer. “You weren’t the only one.” Slowly, carefully, he reached out and took her hands in his. She didn’t pull them away. He caressed her skin with his rough fingertips and made sure she was looking at him as he said, “I just need ya to know it wasn’t you. I loved you with all my heart. But I knew . . . I wasn’t going to be . . . enough. You deserved more. That’s why I felt I had to let ya go. You were an angel. You owned my heart.”

The tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks as she choked back a sob.

“And I sure don’t deserve your tears,” he said, wiping at them gingerly. “Not after how I hurt ya. You didn’t give up, you tried to fight to keep us together, and I . . . was insecure, and stupid.”

She sniffed hard, swiped at her glassy eyes, and met his gaze head on. “You’re right. You don’t deserve any more of my tears. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She wiped her cheeks with the edge of her sleeve and lifted her chin. “It’s pointless. The past is the past. You can’t undo it.” Drawing a shaky breath, her voice cracked as she added, “You didn’t want me.”

“Whoa, stop. I always wanted you.”

“Every action you took showed me that you didn’t.”

“I—I know, but—” His hand scrubbed over his stubbled chin restlessly.

“You moved across the country to get away from me,” she ground out. “I felt abandoned by you, with no hope that we’d work it out. Wasn’t that your intent?”

“Kind of, but . . .” He raked his hands through his hair, his eyes wild.

“But what?” Her voice was hard now, and her face flushed with anger. “You made me promises, I believed them, and you broke every one. The one guy I thought would never intentionally hurt me? Hurt me the worst.” She pulled her hands out of his and balled them into fists on her lap. Her glare was unyielding. “You tell me how I’m supposed to get ‘You’re wrong, I wanted you’ from any of that. Why should I believe a word that comes out of your mouth?”

His brows creased as he tried to figure out what the hell to say. She was fired up now, and he didn’t want to fight, but he wanted to make her understand. Suddenly, it was more important to him than anything had been in a long time. “Cassie, I—”

A hard knock on the door cut him off and made her jump.

“Ah fer Chrissake,” he muttered. Then, loud enough to be heard, he shouted, “Not now!”

The door opened anyway. Jimmy looked down at him and asked with an edge, “Why’s your sister tendin’ bar?”

“She’s doin’ me a favor,” Sean explained. “I won’t be long.”

Jimmy’s eyes went to her and flew wide with recognition. “What the . . .” The blond Irishman’s jaw literally dropped open in surprise. “Well I’ll be damned,” he breathed, staring at her. “Hello, Cassandra.”

“Hi, Jimmy,” she said in a soft voice. “Surprise.”

“Got that right.” He stared a moment longer, then said, “Sorry to interrupt.” His chin tipped her way as he added, “Nice to see ya.”

“You too,” she said with a faint smile. The door closed and the room seemed too quiet. She wiped under her glassy eyes with her fingertips to make sure her skin was dry. After an awkward minute, she sniffed hard, stood up, and smoothed out her pants. She didn’t want to look at Sean. It hurt to look at him. “I should get going.”

“No, not yet!” he said urgently, springing to his feet. His deep blue eyes implored with her. “Not yet. Wait.”

“You need to get back to work, and I need to go.” As wondrous as it was to see him again, and to hear his heartfelt words and apologies, it was too much. She was still angry, it burned in her chest. She was completely overwhelmed. Blindsided. And she couldn’t have those old wounds ripped open again. Even though he wasn’t trying to do that, simply hearing him had that effect anyway. Her survival instincts had finally overcome the shock, and she wanted out.

But the way he was looking at her, with mournful tenderness and something close to desperation, clawed at her. Whether it was his need was to be understood, to be forgiven, or simply for her not to leave yet, she wasn’t sure. Maybe it was all those things. She had no idea. All she knew was she had to get out of there. His presence had always been strong, but now it engulfed her. Consumed her.

“It was good to see you,” she said, taking a deep breath as she recomposed herself and stepped away from him. A twinge of anger pierced her. Dammit, she’d all but fallen apart in front of him. She must’ve looked so weak. Not the image she wanted to present, or to leave him with.

It had taken her years to stop hurting over him. When the hot anger and deep sorrow finally left her heart, she went numb. She’d been okay with that; it was better than the pain. Now, she wanted to be stoic, the very picture of cool collection. She wanted him to know she was strong, she was fine, and she was over him. Because she was. She was.

Her chin lifted a notch and she flashed a phony grin as she said, “Take care, Sean. I’m glad you have the bar, and that you—”

“Would you let me take ya out?” he said, cutting her off. He stepped towards her. “To dinner? Or just a drink? Whatever you want. Please, Cassie. I know I have no right to ask, but I . . .” His dark blue eyes blazed with intensity as they swept over her. “I’d love to see ya again.”

Half of her screamed to walk out and never look back, to never give him a chance to hurt her again. But the other half . . . ugh, he looked so sincere, so wanting . . . and so handsome. She was as attracted to him as ever, she couldn’t deny that. He was still the most alluring, sexy, beautiful man in the world to her. Damn him.

“Just once,” he murmured, pinning her with his stare. “Even just for coffee, a drink . . .”

“No,” she said quietly. “I can’t. I just can’t.”

His face fell, but he nodded.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Don’t be sorry,” he said gruffly. “I understand.”

They stared at each other in strained silence for a few moments.

“Right,” he finally said. “Well. If you change your mind . . . ya know where to find me.”

She had to snort at that. “I can’t believe you’ve been in the city for two years and we never ran into each other.”

“’Tis a big city,” he said.

“Yes, it is. This proves it, I guess . . . ”

His eyes speared her. She wished he’d stop looking at her that way. So mournfully. So wanting. His desire was palpable. His intensity hadn’t diminished; she recalled the way she could feel her soul stir with just one of his deep, searching looks—the way he was looking at her right now. She had to turn away.

She reached for her coat. He quickly stepped forward to help her with it. As she fastened the front closed, his hands stayed on her arms. Her back was so close to his chest, she could feel the heat radiating from him. A buzz went through her, heating her blood. His breath was warm against her hair, and she had to close her eyes against the rush of feeling that surged through her core. Attraction, longing, desire, plain old lust . . . it stole her breath.

He whispered close to her ear, “I can’t tell ya how glad I am that you walked into my bar tonight. Seeing you was wonderful.” His hands ran slowly down her arms. “You’re beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.”

The butterflies in her stomach went crazy. “Stop,” she whispered hotly, squeezing her closed eyes tighter even as her heart stuttered in her chest. “Stop being nice. I don’t want you to be nice. It’s easier when you’re not nice.”

“I’m sorry.” His voice was rough, somber. “But I truly need ya to know, in case I never see you again, how sorry I am that I hurt you that way. I thought I was doing the right thing. But I could’ve handled it differently.” He edged closer and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry, Cassie. Please say ya believe me.”

“I believe you,” she whispered, holding back her tears. I will not cry, she told herself. I will not cry another tear in front of him. “Okay? I do believe you, Sean.”

He exhaled, and she felt the warm air against the side of her face. “Thank you. Thank ya for that.”

They stood like that for a long beat before his hands fell away.

“I’m sorry,” he said sadly. “I’m just . . . overwhelmed.”

“Me too,” she said. Her eyes opened and she turned to face him. He stared down at her with such passion it was almost a tangible thing. And God help her, the connection she’d felt with him was still there. They used to talk about it, their deep connection, how they were soul mates . . .

After it was over, when he broke up with her, when she fought for them and he still left, she was so angry at him. Soul mates didn’t leave. Then she got angry at herself. Maybe it’d been a lie. A fantasy. She spent months speculating: maybe that “connection” was never there at all? Or she’d been the only one who’d felt it, and he’d been giving her lip service? She’d wondered if maybe she’d imagined it, idealized and romanticized it . . .

But no. She felt it, even now. She couldn’t explain it, which was ironic since she was a professional woman of words. But it was there. Their connection had been real, she hadn’t imagined it. It both soothed her mind and broke her heart all over again.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, tipping her chin up to look into her eyes.

She’d never tell him any of that. She covered, but with a different truth. “I always loved that you were so passionate,” she said.

His hand lifted to touch her cheek and her breath caught. His thumb caressed her skin with such tenderness it made her heart squeeze. “Maybe . . . maybe someday you’ll give me a chance to make it right. Take me up on that drink. Think on it?”

Her eyes fell away as her heart thudded in heavy beats. “I don’t think so.” She stepped back, away from him, to reach for her scarf and wrapped it around her neck.

“I don’t care if it’s days, weeks, months from now,” he barreled on. “I want to see ya again. My invitation for that drink stands. Forever, if need be. Okay?”

Her throat felt too thick, and she swallowed hard to clear it. She just nodded.

His eyes flashed and a muscle jumped in his jaw. “Only a nod? Fine. I’ll take it.”

She went still; the air in her lungs felt stuck. The look in his blue, blue eyes was so raw. But she grabbed her tote bag, slung it over her shoulder, and played it cool. “This was . . . interesting,” she said hoarsely. She cleared her throat. “I’m glad you’re well.”

He reached out and touched the ends of her hair. Then, before she knew what he was about, he leaned in and kissed her cheek. The touch of his warm lips and slight scrape of his stubble against her skin was like an electric charge, a jolt to her system. She jumped slightly, and his hand flew up to cup the back of her neck as he lingered there. He was so close, she could smell him again, that musky, enticing scent . . . feel his warmth . . . all she had to do was turn her head, and they’d be kissing.

But he stepped back. Those blues blazed as they swept over her face. “I’m not gonna lie, Cassie—I hope ya change your mind and give me a call. But if not . . .” His eyes softened, almost imploring. His voice dropped to a whisper as he said, “Happy Christmas, love.”

“Merry Christmas,” she said quickly, and walked out of the office before she did anything more that she’d regret.

She pushed her way through the crowded bar until she made it out the door. The cold air hit her like a slap, but she welcomed it. She needed a good slap. She’d been so close to changing her mind at that last second and saying yes to seeing him again. Which would have made her certifiably out of her mind.

She pulled her hat out of her bag, yanked it onto her head, and started to walk, weaving her way through people to head for the subway. The people and sounds were a blur around her. Her mind was still reeling. She’d seen Sean. And he’d been happy to see her, really happy. He’d apologized for hurting her and admitted he regretted losing her . . . said words she used to dream of hearing on long, lonely nights. He even wanted to see her again. He’d asked her out! He wanted to make things right . . . he’d almost kissed her . . . it was too much to absorb all at once.

Her world had turned upside down just by randomly walking into that one bar.

As she hurried against the frigid winds, a Salvation Army Santa stood on the corner, ringing his bell. She offered him a tiny smile, an automatic gesture.

“Merry Christmas!” he boomed jovially to her. “Watch for miracles!”

I think I might have to do that, she thought in wonder. I think I might have just experienced a huge one, full of healing, and forgiveness.


Chapter Five
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“And so this is Christmas . . .” John Lennon’s voice came through the tiny speakers in Cassandra’s office. “And what have you done . . .”

She smiled to herself, but didn’t lift her eyes and continued to read. One more student’s paper to get through, and the final exams for her second class would be complete. Two classes down, one to go.

At least the holiday music station on Pandora was keeping her in good spirits. She’d made it through that morning’s class in a bit of a daze. From the moment she’d woken up, her mind had been full of her encounter with Sean the night before. Luckily, the class was just review now that the papers were handed in, so she had the luxury of coasting on auto pilot. Good thing, too; she was completely distracted.

Did he have to look so good? And be as sweet and charming as ever? And apologize so earnestly for the heartache he’d caused her? And stand so close, drawing her in like a moth to a flame?

His eyes. Those deep, soulful blue eyes. She’d gone to sleep seeing them in her mind; they were the first thing she’d thought of when she’d woken up, and hadn’t been able to stop thinking of them all morning.

“Happy Christmas!” John, Yoko, and the others shouted joyfully. Cassandra startled, realizing she’d daydreamed her way through the whole song. And hadn’t finished that last page. Dammit. She cracked her knuckles and made herself focus. As she finished the last sentence on the last page, her stomach growled. A glance at the clock told her she’d have to get lunch soon if she wanted enough time to actually chew it before her afternoon class.

Her phone dinged with a text and she looked at it. Kara had written, You saw Sean and didn’t call me?!? How could you? Thank God Bree loves me more than you do. I NEED TO KNOW EVERYTHING!

Cassandra laughed and texted back, I’m sorry! Had my morning class, doing work now—finals start next week. Then I have another class this afternoon.

You’re dead to me, Kara wrote back.

LOL! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Will call you tonight. Promise.

You better.

I will. How are you feeling, anyhow?

Elephant-like, Kara texted. I’m so ready for this baby to come.

Could be any day now, Cassandra wrote. Careful what you wish for!

Fine! I can’t wait three more weeks. I’m huge and uncomfortable. And now that I’m on bedrest, I’m bored out of my mind.

Isn’t Elena keeping you good company?

My sister needs some happy pills, Kara responded. She’s a bit of a grump.

Cassandra laughed as she wrote, Sorry. Dinner soon, the 3 of us? Maybe I can get Bree back into the city to join us and make it 4.

We’ll discuss it later, when you call me to tell me every single detail about your seeing Sean last night, Kara wrote. Not being subtle. Call me later!

LOL, I will! Love you. Hang in there.

Love you too. Bye.

Cassandra’s stomach rumbled again, louder this time. “Lunch,” she said aloud, and set down the thick paper. She’d write her comments and edits later. She was too hungry. The music went silent and the office was quiet for all of three seconds when her office phone intercom buzzed. “Hello?”

“Hi, Cassandra,” said Tina, the English department’s secretary. “There’s a man here with your lunch.”

Cassandra’s brows furrowed. “What? I didn’t order lunch. I was actually about to leave and go get some lunch. There must be a mistake.”

“Um . . . I don’t think so,” Tina said. “He says it’s for you. Seems adamant.”

“I don’t—you know what, I’ll just come out. Be right there.” She grabbed her keys, shoved her cell phone into the pocket of her gray dress slacks, quickly ran her fingers through her hair, and locked her office door behind her.

She didn’t order lunch. She would’ve absolutely remembered ordering lunch. When she got out front, she saw that since she’d locked herself in her office only two hours earlier, Tina had strewn lights and tinsel around the room, and even had a mini Christmas tree with lights and ornaments on the floor beside her desk.

But what filled Cassandra’s vision was the surprise guest standing there. Her stomach did a quick flip. “Sean? What—what are you doing here?”

“Hello there!” He grinned his killer grin, and raised the large white plastic bag he held. “I brought you some lunch.”

She gaped, and her eyes flickered to Tina briefly before they went back to him. “How’d you know where to find me?”

“Wasn’t too hard, love,” he said.

“Really.” She regarded him as she asked, “So, what—are you stalking me now?”

“Maybe a little,” he said cheerfully, without a hint of sheepishness. “I’m thinking girl’s got to eat. So, I brought ya lunch. Us, actually. Enough for two. Where should we have it?”

“I didn’t say yes,” she pointed out. “I didn’t even ask you to—”

“But you’ve gotta eat, right?” His eyes twinkled with a combination of mischief and sass . . . and something else.

Her stomach growled as if on cue, loud enough for him and Tina to hear. His grin turned into a victorious smirk.

“See, you are hungry! I brought good food. You still like sushi, don’t ya? C’mon, Cassie.”

Tina’s gaze flicked to Cassandra. “Cassie?” She tried to hide her amusement and failed. “I’ve never heard anyone call you that.”

“With good reason,” Cassandra ground out. Annoyed and slightly embarrassed at having an audience, she looked back to Sean. Big gorgeous jerk, standing there smirking and all sexy like that. In a royal blue pullover hoodie under his peacoat and jeans. The pullover brought out his incredible eyes. He didn’t play fair. He never had. “Fine, come on. We’ll eat in my office.”

“Splendid,” he said, his smile bright. Tina tried to hold back her giggle but failed.
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Sean followed Cassandra down the hall, glancing at the closed doors of other faculty members. He felt a strange, almost anxious twinge in his chest and marveled at the fact that he’d turn thirty-three in a few months, but still endured stirrings of unease in an academic setting. School had never been a welcoming place for him as a kid. Memories like that burrowed deep in one’s psyche, and you couldn’t get them out.

Now, he pushed them aside and let himself be hypnotized by the sway of her hips as she walked in front of him. Dressed in a simple black blouse, gray slacks, and black leather boots, she was the picture of a young professional. So different from the wild-haired girl who used to roam around the city with him in jeans and runners.

She still turned him on, no question about that. If she’d gained any weight since their days as a couple, he couldn’t tell. The only stark physical difference was her shorter hair, currently pulled back in a small ponytail, revealing the nape of her neck. He’d spent hours nibbling on that sweet, smooth curve, making her purr and curl into him like a content kitten . . . his blood heated just remembering it.

At the end of the hall, second door on the right before the last, was her office. He noted the stubborn set of her jaw and the spots of high color on her cheeks as she pulled out her keys and had to grin. He’d surprised her, alright, and she was fighting to stay cool. He could see it all over her. And it tickled him.

“Why do ya lock the door?” he asked, leaning lazily against the wall.

“Um, so nothing gets stolen,” she said as if it were obvious.

“But there’s nobody back here.”

“No, not at the moment . . .” She pushed the door open.

“We’re alone, then?” He said it lightly, to tease.

But her face flamed.

His heart danced at that. Score one for me.

She walked into the office and plopped down in her leather chair. “Do you remember that I get cranky when I’m really hungry?”

“Aye, I do now.” He closed the door and sat in the only other chair, a smaller cushioned one beside her desk. As he placed the bag on her desktop, he joked, “Better feed ya fast, then. You’re getting crankier by the second.”

“Well, I also don’t like surprises,” she grumbled.

“Even when it’s sushi? Delivered straight to your office by a dashing Irishman?”

“Especially then.”

He barked out a laugh and pulled the Styrofoam rectangles out of the bag.

As he also pulled two bottles of water out and handed her one, her mouth twisted. She was trying not to grin, but her dark eyes were lit up with humor. He winked at her.

“So what’d you bring me?” she asked, sitting back in her chair.

“Took a chance. I don’t know what you like nowadays, but if memory served . . .” He opened the container he’d placed before her. “Eel and cucumber roll, spicy tuna roll, yellowtail. Is this okay?”

Her eyes widened a drop as she glanced at the sushi, then up at him. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s what I like.” She reached for a pair of chopsticks and snapped them apart. “Color me impressed.”

He smiled, feeling like he’d won a small victory. “Great.” He opened his own container. “Cheers. Enjoy it.”

“How much do I owe you?” she asked.

His eyes flew to hers. “What? Don’t insult me, love.”

“But—”

“But nothin’. I bought and brought you lunch. My treat. End of story.”

She nodded and said, “Thank you.”

He watched as she popped the first piece into her mouth. Her eyes closed in ecstasy and she let out the tiniest moan as she ate. It made his blood race, and he felt the stirring in his jeans.

“I was starving,” she admitted, going for another piece. “Thank you, Sean. This was . . . kind of you.”

“You’re very welcome. Glad I caught you at the right time.” He snapped apart his own chopsticks, briefly rubbed them together, and dug in to his lunch.

Her big brown eyes pinned him as she demanded, “Now tell me how you located me. For real.”

“Like I said, it wasn’t hard. Ya told me you taught English Lit at NYU . . . c’mon, love, you’re on the bloody website. I called the department, spoke to the secretary, and made sure when you’d be here.”

She nodded, accepting that. They ate in silence for a few minutes. She didn’t seem angry at him, so that was good. But as he stole glances in between bites, he couldn’t read her. Her eyes stayed on her meal. Was she glad he’d come or not?

“I had to see you again, Cassie,” he finally murmured. “And I want to see ya some more. Have dinner with me tomorrow. Let me take you out.”

She went very still. Even her mouth slowed as she chewed.

At her reaction, he stilled too. A rush of anxiety went through him and he asked, “Do ya really not want to see me again, after today? Truth.”

She swallowed hard, fidgeting with her chopsticks. Then, she said quietly, “I kind of do want to. That’s the problem.”

“Why is it a problem?”

She didn’t answer. She picked up another piece of sushi with her chopsticks and brought it to her mouth.

His heart felt stuck in his chest. “I’m just asking to take ya out to dinner, Cassie. Nothing more. Taking it slowly.” A grin flickered. “I’m trying to, anyway. It’s hard when you’re so damn beautiful. It makes me want.”

“You’re dangerous,” she whispered, her eyes fastened to his now. He saw the ambivalence there. Even a lick of fear, maybe. “You want truth? Here’s a truth: my mind is screaming to not let you near me again.”

His mouth went dry. He grabbed his bottle and gulped down some water. “I get that. But . . . what does your heart say?”

She sucked in a breath. “The last time I listened to my heart where you were concerned, I got demolished.”

He sighed mournfully. “I know. But that was then . . .” He leaned in and covered her hand with his. “Give me a new chance now. That’s all I’m asking for. A chance.”

“A chance to hurt me again,” she murmured, her gaze unflinching.

He winced. “No. A chance to try again. Starting with something small, like dinner.”

“Why should I?” she asked. Everything about her seemed poised to defend herself: her posture, her expression, her tone. “Why should I let you back into my life, on any level?”

“Hopefully, because you feel the connection between us is still here,” he said. “Just as much as I feel it, and did from the moment I saw ya last night.” He squeezed her hand, caressed the back of it with his calloused thumb. Her eyes went liquid. “I could barely sleep, with the buzz of you in my head. Seeing you again, it was like . . . I don’t know, a recognition? We’re still connected. You know I’m right.”

She frowned, her ambivalence clear as her eyes slipped closed.

He squeezed her hand again and said softly, “Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t feel it too, and when we’re done with lunch, I’ll walk out that door and leave ya be.”

Her eyes opened, scrutinizing him. He could barely breathe.

“Give me a chance, Cassie,” he said. “And I’ll romance ya within an inch of your life.”

“I don’t want fake, empty gestures,” she replied, a trace of annoyance in her voice. “That’s not romantic, that’s not impressive—that’s manipulative.”

“I’m not trying to manipulate you. So they wouldn’t be fake,” he said firmly. “They’d be demonstrations, to show you that I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get to know ya again.” His chest felt tight. “I just want to know ya again.”

Still, she only stared back at him, those warm, dark eyes consuming him. He wished he knew what she was thinking. He understood her hesitation, but it killed him.

“I know I hurt you,” he whispered. “You’ve every right to make me grovel. I’m doing it now. Because I want to see ya again, Cassandra.”

Her face pale, she finally pulled her hand from his and picked up her chopsticks. She wouldn’t look at him; in fact, her eyes avoided his now. His heart sank.

Well, he’d given it his best shot. He couldn’t blame her. When he’d broken up with her, she’d tried to keep them together. She’d fought for them with everything she had. And that’d only made it worse for him, because the truth was he hadn’t wanted to lose her in the first place. She’d begged him not to leave, and he’d left. Now he was begging her for another chance, and she wasn’t having it.

He’d have to accept that and leave her alone from now on. To know she was out there, in the city, living her life without him in it, by choice. He glanced down at his lunch and his stomach churned with misery; his appetite was gone. Swallowing hard, he stayed silent. What should he do now? Get up and leave while he still had some dignity left? He had no idea. His gaze lowered to the floor.

“What time do you want to have dinner tomorrow?” she asked, as she carefully dribbled soy sauce on a piece of yellowtail.

His eyes snapped back up to her face. Elation rushed through him like a tidal wave, and he couldn’t hold back his smile. “How does six o’clock sound?”

She peeked up at him from beneath her long, dark lashes, the hints of a grin lifting her lips. “Sounds fine to me.”

“Fantastic.” He sat back in his chair and smiled at her. “Excellent.” The knot that had formed in his chest loosened, his stomach calmed, and he took a deep, cleansing breath. She was giving him the chance he wanted. Until she’d walked out of his office last night, he hadn’t realized how desperate he was to try again with her.

A date? One shot? He was determined not to blow it.


Chapter Six
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As Cassandra approached the arch at Washington Square Park, she saw Sean waiting there for her as promised. He leaned against the stone in the shadows, probably to shield himself from the cold gusts of wind, his tall, lanky frame clad in dark clothes. When he saw her, he straightened and smiled. She pressed her lips together to keep back the smile that threatened to take over her whole face.

Since he’d left her office yesterday, she’d thought of little but him. They had a dinner date. A real date. It was exciting and terrifying at the same time. Her friends had been vocal in their opinions on the subject, over the phone and through texts. Bree had been less than pleased, and insisted she make him work for every inch. Kara had cautiously encouraged her to give him this one shot. Jade had insisted he take her somewhere fabulous while he groveled. Elena had simply wished her luck.

She hadn’t dared tell her mother, though. Cassandra suspected that if her mom knew she had even spoken to Sean, much less agreed to go on a date with him, she’d have beaten her with a wooden spoon. Joann Catalano Baines was fiercely protective of her family, and had a long memory.

It had taken Cassandra so long to let go of Sean. She’d thought they’d end up married. That wasn’t an outlandish thought. He’d all but proposed on their second Christmas together. Standing in Central Park on Christmas Day, in the snow that night, on that tiny stone bridge, they’d made heartfelt promises to each other . . .

It’d taken her a long time to let go of the sorrow, the anger, the pain, and then the last wisps of dashed hope, before her heart finally settled into a flat, gray numbness, allowing her to move on with her life. She’d thrown herself into her graduate studies. Spent all her free time reading, studying, working, so she wouldn’t have much time to date or to be lonely. She’d gone on some dates, had a few boyfriends . . . ‘suitable’ types, like she’d said to Bree. Upstanding, academic, dispassionate . . . and none of them touched her heart. She wouldn’t let them. Getting hurt again was something she didn’t care to repeat; being on her own was better.

And yet here she was, trying to ignore the way her heart was racing as she walked towards Sean in the park on a cold winter’s night. She tried not to be moved by the way his eyes fastened to hers and twinkled with delight, or by the lopsided grin that spread on his face as she stopped a few paces in front of him.

“You came,” he said, looking down at her. “I’m glad to see ya.”

“You thought I wouldn’t?” Her brows puckered.

“I’ll admit it: I did wonder if you’d change your mind.”

“I considered it,” she revealed.

He blinked at her honesty.

She wrapped her arms around herself and met his gaze directly. “But if I make someone a promise, I keep it.”

“Aha.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Did ya come here to punish me, then? I suppose I deserve it, but I figure if that’s why you really accepted, I should know that going in.”

His blunt assessment sobered her. “No, I didn’t come to punish you,” she said. “But I might let some cracks fly . . . like that one. Sorry.”

“Forget it.” His mouth twisted ruefully. “It’s understandable. Besides, you always had a sharp tongue when pushed. Good to know some things haven’t changed.” He winked and offered her his elbow. “I’ll take my chances. Shall we?”

She hesitated at first, then slowly slipped her hand into the waiting crook of his arm. With a smile, he nudged her and they started to walk.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Let’s get a cab. It’s freezing out. Your cheeks are already rosy, and mine are like ice.”

“Okay. But you didn’t answer me,” she said, unable to repress a grin.

His smile went lopsided, deliciously teasing. “I didn’t.”

Though it was dark and cold, there were others milling about the park. No area in the city was ever really empty, something that was a comfort to Cassandra. She loved how Manhattan teemed with people from varied cultures and places. It fascinated her endlessly. And during the holiday season in particular, there seemed to be such an upbeat, almost magical feel in the air . . . everyone seemed happier. Whether it was an illusion or reality, she was never sure, but she felt it.

December had always made her feel twinges of melancholy, wistful for the future she thought she’d have with Sean and didn’t experience. Now, walking arm in arm with him through the park where they’d spent so much time together back when they were a couple . . . it felt surreal. Like a dream. And just like a dream, it was thrilling, but left her vaguely uneasy, with the slightest sense of apprehension, nervous about how things were going to unfold.

When they got to the street, he lifted an arm to hail a cab, and a yellow taxi pulled up within seconds. He held the door open for her as she climbed in, warmth hitting her face. Sean slid in beside her, closed the door, and told the driver where to go. She knew they were headed down to the Village, but still had no idea where they were actually going.

She didn’t care. She was too anxious and excited to care. And now, in the back of the cab, with the heat cranking warmth at them and the cabbie’s radio playing All I Want for Christmas (Is You) by Mariah Carey, she became starkly aware of Sean’s closeness. How his arm brushed against hers, how his long leg pressed against hers, how good he smelled. He’d shaved for their date, and the hint of his aftershave and his clean, smooth skin tantalized her. When his hand reached for hers, his skin was so warm . . . her heart stuttered in her chest as he slowly laced his fingers with hers and squeezed.

Her eyes raised to meet his. He looked back, unblinking, intense as usual. The look wasn’t challenging, it was questioning. The back of the car suddenly seemed too small, such close quarters. The unexpected tender gesture plucked at her heart, she couldn’t deny it.

“This damn song,” he growled, low and bemused. “I can never hear it without thinking of ya.”

“Seriously?” She stared at him in wonder.

“Oh, you bet.” He looked slightly embarrassed. “Don’t you remember that night . . . with that red nightie? How you sang this to me before . . .”

Her face flushed, probably the same shade as the negligee in question. “Of course I do.”

“So do I, Cassie. Believe me.” His eyes held hers. “I can still see you dancing for me. Your hair swaying everywhere, your skin, your goofy smile . . . how the night ended . . . I think of it all every damn time I hear this song.”

She was dumbfounded. To think she’d had that kind of hold over anyone, for anything . . . she couldn’t even fathom it. It was a heady, intoxicating thought. Empowering. Maybe he had missed her.

“Can I ask ya something?” His voice was still pitched low.

She nodded.

“Have ya . . . have ya had other relationships, since ours?”

“Yes.” She caught a flicker of something in his eyes and wondered at it. Disappointment? Jealousy? She wasn’t sure. Then, she couldn’t help herself. “You?”

“Not really.” He shrugged. “Dated plenty, sure. But . . . didn’t want to get too involved.” The taxi went over a pothole, lifting them in the seat as it bumped. His hand tightened momentarily on hers, an unconscious gesture of protection. “What happened with yours?”

“I’m sorry, with my what?”

“Your relationships. How many boyfriends have you had? That didn’t work out?”

“Two.”

He nodded and his eyes fell away as he asked, “Did ya love either of them?”

“No. They were nice, but they didn’t . . . ” Her voice trailed off. They didn’t compare to you. She cleared her throat, trying to ignore the flutters in her stomach as he continued to hold her hand. “I guess when it came down to it, I didn’t want to get too involved, either.”

She stared down at their hands, intertwined like it was the most natural thing in the world. Deciding silence was best at that moment, she leaned her head back against the seat, hearing the rub of the synthetic leather seat by her ear. His eyes lingered on her, but he said nothing.

The song on the radio changed to Elvis Presley singing, “I’ll-a have-a aaa Bluuuue Christmaaaas . . . without yoooou . . . ”

“I had an idea for something we could do after dinner,” Sean said. “You up for it?”

“Depends what it is,” she said warily.

He laughed, a full, rich sound. “So suspicious, ya are! It’s something fun and easy. Nothing scary. Game?”

“Sure, I’m game,” she said, so aware of how her hand felt in his, at how her insides warmed at the sound of his laugh. She’d forgotten what a delicious laugh he had. Like his voice, it was almost musical and made her feel swoony. She tore her gaze from his, but he didn’t let go of her hand.

They looked out the windows at the scenery that passed as the cab headed down into the Village. Holiday decorations of all kinds lit the store windows and displays, adding cheer and vibrance to the city at night. A few minutes later, the cab pulled up to a small tavern.

Sean paid the driver and ushered her out, still holding her hand even when the taxi had pulled away from the curb. “Do ya know this place?” he asked.

“Never been here before.” She glanced at the sign, Mary’s Pub, and the subheading: “Real Irish food!”

“Ahh, then you’re in for a treat,” he said with a smile. “They’ve got the best shepherd’s pie I’ve had in New York. Ya liked that a lot, ate it quite often back in the day. ‘Best comfort food there is,’ you used to say. So, I figured this place was a good bet for dinner.”

Cassandra couldn’t help but smile back. “You remembered that?”

“Cassie . . .” His bright blue eyes held hers as a gust of frigid air blew. The ends of his scarf whirled around, and the tousled ends of his honey colored hair that his wool hat couldn’t contain twitched in the wind. “I remember everything. The good and the bad, but it was mostly good. And most importantly, I remember you. Us.” He squeezed the hand he held. “Why do you think I want another chance so badly? We were magic together. Ya don’t forget things when they’re magic like that. Some of those memories are some of the best ones of my life.”

She couldn’t move. His softly intense words and the emotion in his eyes were overwhelming. She shivered hard, and knew it wasn’t just from the cold.
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Dinner had gone splendidly, Sean reflected as he helped Cassandra on with her coat. For almost two hours, they’d talked, ate well, and finished a bottle of Merlot. They’d kept the conversation topics fairly neutral, with her talking about her graduate program and the classes she taught, and him sticking to tales of debauchery during his band days in L.A. and customers in the bar now who made him laugh.

She was . . . restrained at first. Two glasses of wine and time helped loosen her up, but she was more somber than he remembered. Maybe she’d become more serious through years of hard study and academia? Or, maybe she’d changed after he’d basically handed her heart back to her in pieces? He wasn’t sure. Yet, he’d caught glimpses of the girl he’d known and adored. Her warmth, her good humor, her whip-smart mind, her sweet laugh and smile . . . the qualities that had initially drawn him to her were still there.

They’d both made a concerted effort to not bring up the past; an unspoken yet obvious agreement. The breakup was not discussed, and there had never actually been bad times between them. Not until he decided she’d be better off without him and left her for her own good. The pink elephant was definitely in the room, but neither of them wanted to address it on their first date. And that was fine for now.

The evening had been nice. Gone better than he’d dared to hope. He was grateful.

Now, as they buttoned their coats and headed for the door, he asked, “So, ya still game for the other thing I’d thought to do?”

Cassandra looked up at him, her cheeks slightly flushed and her eyes round, and he suspected she was a bit buzzed from the wine. “Yeah, I’m game,” she said with an amiable grin. “I told you that before.”

“Just checking,” he grinned back. “Okay, then. Let’s go.”

Outside, the cold wind whipped their faces. They quickly pulled on their hats and gloves, tightened their scarves and coats, and Sean stepped to the curb to hail another taxi. This time it took a few minutes before one pulled up, and they rushed into the back seat of the warm, dark car.

“Bryant Park, please,” Sean told the driver.

Cassandra’s thin brows lifted in surprise. “Seriously?”

“I know, I know, it’s cliché,” he mock lamented. “But it’ll be fun. Trust me.” He watched her for a few seconds before remarking, “You’re shivering.”

“It was cold out there while we waited!” she said.

“It was,” he agreed. He edged closer. “I’m cold too. Maybe we should huddle together for warmth. Ya know, body heat and all that . . . ”

Her dark eyes flashed, but she said nothing.

Interesting, he thought. Slowly, he lifted his arm and wrapped it around her shoulders, then drew her into his side. “Mmmm. Cozy,” he said softly, his lips against her temple.

She didn’t pull away, but said, “Maybe too cozy.”

“No such thing,” he said. His heart started pounding in thicker, heavier beats. She was in his arms, against his body . . . his reaction was visceral, immediate, and achingly familiar. His blood heated and raced, his jeans felt too tight, and his fingers itched to touch her. “I have to tell ya . . . you’re more beautiful now than you were then,” he murmured in her ear, pulling her even closer. “And back then, you were absolute perfection.”

“I was not,” she scoffed in a whisper.

“You were to me,” he whispered back earnestly. “Always.”

Her head lifted from his shoulder so she could look at him. Their eyes locked. She was right there; all he had to do was shift his chin and he’d be kissing her. Her luscious mouth and liquid eyes beckoned. He felt her warm, sweet breath against his face, saw the hint of longing in her eyes, and desire flamed in his veins, shooting through him mercilessly with renewed urgency.

“That’s sweet of you to say,” she whispered back. “You were to me, too.”

He stared deep into her eyes, those bottomless dark wells, and lost himself. Slowly, with great care, he brushed his lips against hers. She gasped against his lips, but didn’t pull away. His heartbeat took off, skyrocketing from the feel of her. Desire crushed him. He covered her mouth with his, kissing her deeply, his hand cupping the back of her neck to pull her closer.

Her hand came up to touch his cheek as her mouth opened for him. His tongue found hers; she tasted of wine and sweetness. Overcome, he groaned softly into her mouth as he kissed her, savoring her, sipping from her lips and caressing her face with his fingertips. Her arm snaked around his neck, holding him to her as she kissed him back. Liquid fire ran through him, pure heat. Her mouth was so soft, so warm . . . her tongue tangling with his made his mind go blank with want. His arms went around her, the kisses deepened, and the world fell away.

But there was a jolt as the cab came to a stop, and the driver said, “Sorry to interrupt, but you’re here.”

They pulled apart, their eyes locked as they both tried to clear the haze of lust.

“Jaysus. That was . . .” He trailed the backs of his fingers along her cheek. “I didn’t realize ’til just now how much I missed kissing you,” he said in a thick rasp.

“You’re still great at it,” she admitted, grinning impishly.

“Ha!” He smiled with delight as he pulled his wallet out of his pocket. “Glad to hear it!” He leaned in to smack a quick, light kiss on her lips and growled in a sexy tone, “You are too. And be warned: I’ll be wantin’ more of that before the night’s through.”
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He had to be kidding, Cassandra thought. Ice skating at Bryant Park? It was one of the most cliché things to do in New York at Christmas time. And yet, she was touched by the suggestion. Watching Sean lace up his rented skates with nimble dexterity, she bent to check her laces again. She wasn’t great at skating, and hadn’t done it in a very long time. The thought of falling on her ass in front of him held no appeal.

“I have an idea. Why don’t you skate, and I’ll watch you?” she asked.

He looked up at her from his seat, his marine blue eyes dancing. “You’re not afraid, are ya, love? C’mon, now.”

“I just don’t feel like breaking anything so close to the holidays,” she hedged.

“I won’t let ya,” he said, rising to stand. In the skates, he towered over her. He looked into her eyes and said, “I won’t let ya fall, Cassie. I swear.”

Her body hummed with a rush of emotion and adrenaline, leaving her hyperaware of every muscle. “Yeah, well . . .” She got to her feet, wobbly and unsure. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this. I haven’t done it in years. I’m an idiot.”

A chuckle slipped out as he teased, “Ah, come now! It’s goin’ to be fun. Ya weren’t that bad at this, if memory serves.”

“Hopefully, my limbs will remember that too,” she said, clinging to the railing as they headed to the small entrance. Sean laughed at her jest, then pushed off onto the ice. He did a half turn, graceful yet masculine at the same time, and her heart thumped madly. Did he have to look so good, no matter what he was doing? It was so damned distracting, especially while she was working just to stay upright.

“C’mon, Professor Baines,” he called, doing another turn. “Join me!”

She stepped onto the ice and clung to the railing. “Getting there . . .”

An instrumental version of Frosty the Snowman played over tall speakers as she took a quick look around. The ice was crowded, and she worried not only about falling, but crashing into another skater. But there was Sean, grinning at her, looking confident and at ease, as always. He skated a few feet away, giving her time to acclimate, before gliding back to her side. “C’mere, Cassie.” His eyes twinkled at her, and his handsome face was already ruddy from the cold. The ends of his hair poked out wildly from beneath his navy wool hat. “Push off now. Can’t have a skate whilst clingin’ to the wall, can ya?”

“Okaaaay . . .” She pushed away from the wall and, to her delight, stayed on her feet.

“There she goes!” he cried victoriously.

She skated a few paces while he stuck by her side. By the time they’d done one lap around the rink, she felt more comfortable. “I think I got this.” She exerted some strength and skated away from him, shooting him a coy look as she did. His eyes sparked with mischief.

“Gonna make me chase ya, eh?” he joked.

“Damn right,” she answered over her shoulder.

“I’ll chase ya to the ends of the earth,” he declared, following her with a cheeky grin. “Now that you’re in my sights, love . . .”

“You’re going to have to work for it, McKinnon,” she said. She tried to skate away, but she was no match for him. He was at her side in a few strides, smiling wickedly.

“I know I’ll have to work for it,” he said. “But I’m not afraid of hard work. Especially where you’re concerned, I promise. I’ll do what it takes.”

A lump formed in her throat. She murmured, “Don’t make a promise you can’t keep.”

His grin faltered. “Never again,” he swore quietly. They weren’t only talking about ice skating anymore, and she knew he knew it. “I want this. I want a second chance with you.”

“A second chance at what, exactly?” she asked. She stopped moving, and he stopped with her. They stood on the ice, people skating around them, staring into each other’s eyes. “Tell me. I want to know. What are you looking for here, when you say you want another chance?”

“Another chance to be with you,” he said, low and raw and honest.

“What does that mean?” she demanded. “To sleep with me? To date me? What?”

“Everything,” he murmured. “I want a chance at having everything with you.”

Her breath caught and her throat thickened.

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking of ya since you walked into my bar,” he admitted. His gaze was intense, too intense; she had to look away. Off to the distance, to the naked trees against the night sky, lit by street lights, black and stark and beautiful. He raised his hand to tip her chin back his way, forcing eye contact. “You’re an amazing woman.”

“So amazing you left me,” she whispered.

His jaw tightened as he winced and his hand fell to his side. “I can’t change the past. But I can apologize for it, over and over if ya need to hear it,” he said. He leaned in slightly. “I have some hope. Because you didn’t have to agree to come out with me tonight, but ya did.”

“I don’t trust you,” she said. She saw him blink and jolt, as if she’d slapped him. “I don’t trust you not to hurt me. I trusted you so blindly before, so completely, and I ended up regretting it. I can’t let that happen again. I won’t.”

He nodded, absorbing her words. “I understand. But maybe . . . in time . . . with more contact, if ya let me, I can prove myself trustworthy again.”

“How?”

“Time. It’s going to take time. And I have the time.” The faintest frown curved his full lips. “Unless this was a one shot deal? Tonight’s date only? Was this it?”

“I don’t know!” She edged back from him, shaking her head at herself. Armor up, you idiot. Ignore that wounded look in his eyes. Armor up! “Look, I’m here, right? I came out tonight, like you said. So, one step at a time. We’ll see. Okay?”

His chin lifted and his deep blue eyes sparked with new determination. “Okay. More than fair. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” she snapped, feeling vulnerable and angry. “I have a feeling this is a terrible idea.” She went to move away from him, but her skate caught in a notch in the ice and she stumbled. He reached for her and she shook him off. “I’m fine,” she said, even as her face turned crimson. “I don’t want your help. I don’t need it.”

“I know,” he murmured.

She stopped cold, saw the look on his face, and sighed. “That was mean. I’m sorry.”

He shook his head. “It’s all right.”

“No, I was a bitch.”

“Because you’re still angry at me. I understand, Cassie. Better than you think.”

She bit her bottom lip and looked at him. “Then, why are you staying?”

“I told you. I want another chance.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “I didn’t think you’d make it easy for me. I knew that going in.”

She couldn’t help it—a grin popped onto her face. “Brave lad.”

His eyes lit up and he grinned back. “Sometimes.” He held out a hand. “C’mon, let’s skate together.”

Her heart skipped a beat and stuck in her chest as she stared back.

“Trust me,” he said, so low and intense it sounded like an oath. His outstretched gloved hand hung in the air, waiting, as his eyes implored with hers. “Try?”

Slowly, she reached out and placed her gloved hand in his. His fingers closed around hers and he smiled, an expression of affection and relief. They started a new lap around the ice, with Perry Como’s version of Silver Bells playing over the speakers and Sean holding her hand.

She stole a glance at him as they skated together fluidly. He was already looking at her, a glint of fierce tenderness in his eyes. What did I just agree to? she thought, half excited, half frightened. It made her heart flutter as she tried to remember how to breathe.


Chapter Seven
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Cassandra entered her apartment late in the afternoon. It was empty, as it often was; her roommate basically slept there, and that was it. She dropped her filled tote bags by the small desk in the corner of the living room with a satisfied grunt. Her school work was finished for the semester, and she was thrilled. She wasn’t planning to return to her office until after the new year. She had more writing to do—publish or perish, as the saying went—but she was giving herself off until the twenty-seventh. She needed a break. Time to let herself enjoy the holidays in full and recharge her mental batteries.

The past two weeks had gone by in a blur. Between final exams and seeing Sean again, Cassandra had felt as if her head was spinning. All the activity sometimes even made her feel disorientated and dizzy. Whose whirlwind life was she living? She’d been flat and dull for years. She hadn’t realized just how much she’d shut down inside until Sean had come back into her life, all blazing color and passion and heart. She felt so . . . alive.

He was wooing her with everything he had, as he’d promised. And she was letting him. He took her out all over the city, for lunches, dinners, drinks, long walks. They went to a movie, they saw his friend’s band play a show at Webster Hall, and they went to the Met for a whole Sunday. Slowly, cautiously, they were getting to know each other anew.

And while she still fought the doubts, she had to give him credit: he was being patient, persistent, and giving it his all. She recognized that. She knew he wasn’t taking it lightly, this second chance to be in her life. If his words and actions were true indicators, he wanted to stick around. She found herself wanting to believe him. She found herself falling for him all over again, and she was fighting that with all her might. After all, she’d believed in him before, and look where that had gotten her.

This Friday night, there was the faculty holiday party. She’d go, of course, having to show face at the English Department’s annual gathering. It would be nice, a pleasant evening at the Explorers’ Club this year . . . but her mouth twisted as she remembered Oliver Pottson’s words from this morning: “So looking forward to seeing you all dressed up for the party.” She found him smarmy and pretentious. Sometimes the way he looked at her, or things he said, actually made her skin crawl.

Maybe . . . maybe Sean would go with her to the party? As she flopped onto the couch, she thought about asking him.

As if on cue, her phone pinged with a text. It was Sean. Still on for tonight, right? Meet you here at the bar at 7:00?

She smiled and typed back immediately, Yes. Just got home. Going to take a shower and change. See you then.

Splendid, he texted. And thanks for the visual of you in the shower . . . I’m all turned on now . . .

She laughed aloud and wrote, You’re so bad.

I am! he wrote. And you like that. And I like you. xx

She smiled again and settled back into the sofa, sighing happily. He wanted her. He liked her. He cared about her. Even as they got to know each other again, some things were still very much the same. Back when they were together, he had always made her feel special, adored, cherished. And at ease. The easy familiarity between them was startling sometimes, as if seven and a half years hadn’t passed since they were a couple.

It was almost too easy.

It unnerved her. She didn’t want to just fall back into a pattern with him, picking up where they left off like nothing had happened. Too much had happened. And as much as she believed his remorse was true, she couldn’t forget how deeply he’d hurt her when he’d ended it. She knew she had to let that go if they had any chance of a future relationship. But it was hard. Really, really hard. Just thinking back on those horrible weeks could still turn her stomach and form knots in her chest.

Looking back on it later, weeks after the breakup, she’d realized that Sean had been acting strangely since the night of the Columbia party in early May. She’d been invited to an orientation event at Columbia, for the graduate program she’d be starting in the fall, and of course she brought her boyfriend with her. She’d been so nervous over what to wear, finally deciding on a dark blue high-necked tank dress. Sean had looked handsome in a plain white button down shirt and navy pants. He’d even shaved, and bought a nice pair of dress shoes to wear, since his usual sneakers or army boots weren’t going to cut it. She thought he looked gorgeous. But when they got to the party, he was the only one not wearing a tie. His pale cheeks had flamed with angry embarrassment as he apologized to her. She waved it off, swallowing her own unease to comfort her love.

They stood on the side for a few minutes, taking in the scene. Holding his hand, Cassandra felt Sean’s skin grow clammy, which it only did when he was nervous or upset.

“You okay?” she whispered to him.

He nodded curtly. “I’m fine.”

She peered at him, but didn’t get to ask anything further; a polished-looking woman in her late forties approached, introducing herself as Karen Weaver, one of the program mentors. Cassandra started to talk with her about the program, and Sean wandered off to give them space. Karen introduced Cassandra to several people in the room, and she got caught up in conversation. By the time she broke away to find Sean, two hours had passed.

And he was not in plain sight.

She looked for him in the hallway, the lobby . . . nothing. At the main entrance, as she wondered if he was in the bathroom, she spotted him. He sat alone on a bench under a tree, about twenty yards away, his back to her as he stared up at the sky. She rushed to him.

“Honey!” She flopped down beside him on the bench. “I’m so sorry, I—”

“Don’t be sorry.” His voice was flat, devoid of its usual merry warmth. “You had hobnobbing to do.”

“I didn’t realize how long I was away, though,” she said, her hand rubbing his arm plaintively. “That was rude. I’m so, so sorry.”

“I don’t know why I’m here, Cassie,” he murmured. “Why’d ya bring me?”

She blinked. “Because—because you’re my boyfriend, and I love you, and I wanted to share this with you. For you to see where I’ll be . . .” Her eyes swept over him. His jaw was set tight, his posture rigid. “You’re really mad at me, aren’t you.”

“I’m not mad at ya.” He rose to his feet and smoothed his hands over his long hair, which he’d carefully pulled back into a neat ponytail for the party. “I could use a drink, though. Some of the men here . . . they’re pretentious arseholes.” Finally, he looked into her eyes as he pressed, “Ya know that, right?”

Surprised, she just stared. “I . . . I thought they were nice enough . . . did something happen?”

A shadow crossed his face and he turned away. “You can go back inside, love. I’ll just wait out here. Where I should.”

Her gut started churning, blaring with intuition that something was very wrong. But she had to get back in to the party. She didn’t want to make a bad first impression. She stood too and asked, “Come back in with me?”

He snorted. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“You really don’t know?” He faced her, standing close, his blue eyes blazing as they scanned her features. “I stand out like a sore thumb, love. I was gettin’ looks. I’m not exactly professor material, ya know?”

She blinked again, thrown by his words. “What? What are you talking about? Looks from whom? I don’t care if you’re—I like that you’re not professor material.” She tried to smile, but her heart fluttered at the hooded look in his eyes. “You’re Sean McKinnon, the hottest guy in New York. A killer musician, a sexy badass, and mine all mine.”

His eyes pinned her for a moment. Then he turned away, murmuring, “We’d best get you back inside. Come, Cassie.” He reached for her hand and led her back to the party without another word.

Something was different after that. She couldn’t put her finger on it; it was just a feeling, a nauseating tug of intuition. Sean still spoke to her every day, and they made love almost every night . . . but he was off. He was holding something inside, she could almost feel it growing, like a cancer. He grew pensive, moody, with no apparent cause. But whenever she asked, he insisted he was fine.

She graduated from NYU two weeks after the party, with honors. Sean went to dinner with her and her entire family afterwards to celebrate. That night, they went back to his tiny apartment to make love, which he did to her with heartwrenching tenderness, possibly with more sweetness than ever before. An almost aching sweetness that mesmerized her.

She didn’t know then, but realized later it was his goodbye.

When she woke up, she found herself alone in the bed. She wrapped herself in his royal blue bathrobe and padded out to the miniscule living room. He was sitting on the couch, in a white T-shirt and jeans, his head in his hands.

“Sean?” She moved towards him cautiously. “What’s wrong?”

He looked up at her with a mournful, flat gaze. “I, ehm . . . we have to . . .” He shifted in his seat, then stood to face her. Taking a deep breath, he said, “I think we should break up. I’m sorry, Cassie. I’ve been thinking about this for weeks, and I just . . .” His eyes flashed with pain, but determination replaced the moment of weakness. “We should end this now. Go our separate ways. I think it’s best.”

She could barely breathe. Her stomach flipped over nauseously as a heavy chill skittered over her. “Wh-what? Where is this coming from?”

His eyes were sad, but she saw steel there. He’d made a decision, and when Sean set his mind on something, it was pretty hard to change it. “You’ll thank me one day.”

“Bullshit!” she cried. She stepped towards him, hands outstretched, and he stepped back to stay out of her reach. The rebuke felt like a punch in the stomach. “You love me, dammit!” Tears spilled from her eyes. “I know you do.”

“God . . . of course I do,” he whispered roughly, not looking at her.

“Then why are you doing this?” She felt wild, suffused with angst that bordered on panic. “You love me, and I love you. Together forever, that’s what you’ve always said. Or don’t you remember?”

He winced, cringing visibly. “I remember,” he whispered, his voice like gravel.

“On Christmas Day, late that night,” she ground out between sobs. “On the bridge in Central Park, in the snow, under the stars.”

“Stop, Cassie,” he groaned, turning away to pace the small floor.

“Under the stars,” she barreled on, “in the cold, you held my hands, looked deep into my eyes, and promised we’d be together forever. That we’d get married, and have children, and grow old together.”

“I know what I said,” he hissed miserably, stopping at the tiny table and gripping it until his knuckles turned white.

“That tattoo on your shoulder, you put that there for us,” she cried, pointing at his arm. “Look at that Celtic knot, Sean, the one that has ‘Together Forever’ in Gaelic written along it.”

“I’ll see that the rest of my life,” he growled. “Ya think I don’t know it?”

“I thought you wanted to think of me,” she croaked.

“I do!” he yelled, nearing a breaking point. “I—I did!”

“So that’s changed, suddenly?” she choked out. “What, so you lied a minute ago, and you don’t love me anymore?”

His head raised and he looked at her then. “No! No. I do love you!” He slammed a fist against the tabletop. “Dammit, you think this is easy for me?”

“I don’t want to make it easy for you!” She started to sob through her words. “I’m going to fight for us until whatever has gotten in your head gets back out.”

“It’s not going to get out,” he said, facing her. “I’ve been thinking about this for weeks. We’re going to go in different directions now, and you’re going to end up seeing me as dead weight. Resenting me. I’m leaving before that happens.”

“That’s crap! You’ve met someone else.”

“Hell no!” he shouted back, indignant. “I’d never do that to you! I’d never cheat on you!”

She hated that the tears wouldn’t stop, that she looked like a blubbering fool. But they wouldn’t stop. “This doesn’t make sense. Make me understand!”

“We just . . .” He raked his hands through his hair, the ends hitting the backs of his shoulders. “You’re moving into a new world. I have to let you do that. I don’t want to drag you down, Cassie. And I will. I know that. I saw it, at that party. You don’t need some stupid guitar player hangin’ ’round while you’re doing all that book work. You need to be able to concentrate on your studies and focus. You need—”

“Stop telling me what I need and don’t need!” she cried. “The only thing I need is you!”

He stopped in his tracks. “You’re wrong,” he said, his blue eyes spearing her. “Ya just don’t know it yet. But I do.”

“I won’t let you do this,” she said between sobs.

“Ya don’t have a choice, love,” he murmured hoarsely. “I’m goin’.” He walked away from her, went to the bathroom, and closed the door behind him.

She stood there in utter disbelief, sobbing for almost ten minutes before she ran to the bedroom, got dressed, and fled the apartment.

They went back and forth for two weeks that way: her begging him in frantic phone calls to see reason and not end it, him insisting he was doing it for her sake and that it was over. They argued, they cried; she pleaded, he began to shut down. Then one night, he surprised her with a visit, showing up at her apartment. It was the first time they’d seen each other since the morning he’d dumped her. He looked like hell, which pleased her; she didn’t want to be the only one suffering. She hoped he was there to say he’d come to his senses, that he was sorry he’d been such a fool, that he couldn’t live without her and wanted her back . . .

But he came to tell her he was moving to Los Angeles in a week, going there with three of the guys in one of the bands he played with . . .

The phone rang, jolting Cassandra from her miserable reverie. She glanced at the caller ID. It was Bree. “Hey,” she said softly.

“Hey yourself.” Bree sounded glum.

“What’s wrong?” Cassandra asked immediately.

“This whole mess . . .” Sabrina was going through guy problems of her own. “I want to fly away. Let’s get on a plane. Tonight.”

Cassandra smiled and settled deeper into the couch. She and Bree had played this game for years, whenever one of them was stressed out. “Where should we go?”

“Somewhere warm,” Bree said, “and very far away.”

“Um . . . the Bahamas?”

“Not far enough.”

“Cancun?”

“Still not.”

“Tahiti?”

“Bingo!” Bree cried. “I think we have a winner. Meet you at the airport?”

“You got it.” Cassandra sighed. “What can I do?”

“Nothing. I’m just overwhelmed.”

“Why don’t you come into the city, I’ll take you to dinner tomorrow night.”

“I can’t, but I wish I could,” Bree said. “Thanks, though. Raincheck?”

“Standing invitation.”

“Am I being an idiot?” Bree asked.

Cassandra knew Bree was talking about Jake, her first love who’d recently reappeared in her life. “I don’t think so. Am I being an idiot for dating Sean again?”

“Yes,” Bree said without hesitation.

Cassandra laughed. “Then yes, you’re an idiot too. So there.”

“We’re both so stupid,” Bree said, laughing ruefully along with her.

“Looks that way.”

Bree sighed, but it was lighter. “Thanks for the pep talk. At least I know I’m not the only idiot around. I feel better now.”

“When I come out there for Christmas next week,” Cassandra warned, “I’m going to smack you.”


Chapter Eight
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O’Reilly’s Tavern was noisy with music and voices when Cassandra walked in at seven. She threaded her way through the bar, in between people who held their glasses and bottles and talked and laughed, looking for Sean.

“Can I get ya somethin’?” a girl at her side asked in a lilting Irish brogue.

Cassandra turned to look at the waitress, the pretty blonde from last time. Again she wore a red Santa hat, along with a red top and jeans, holding a tray. Cassandra found herself staring into deep blue eyes that were just like Sean’s. “You’re Sean’s sister Anna, aren’t you?”

The young woman smiled an easy smile. “Yes, I am. How’d ya know? The accent?”

“No. Your eyes.” Cassandra smiled back. “I’m here to see him. I’m Cassandra.”

“Oh!” Anna’s eyes flew wide. “It’s so nice to finally meet ya!” She gripped Cassandra’s forearm and stared openly. “Sweet Jaysus, you’re as gorgeous as he said ya are.”

Cassandra blushed but had to laugh. “Um. Thank you.”

“He’s mad for ya. Ya know that, right?” Anna rambled excitedly. “Since ya started seein’ each other again, it’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him. You’re a right dear for givin’ him another chance. He’s a pain in the arse sometimes, but he’s worth it. He’s a good man, really.”

Cassandra felt her mouth drop open.

Now it was Anna’s turn to blush. “I said too much. I always do . . .” She shook her head and laughed wryly. “Don’t tell him I said any of that, he’ll skin me alive.”

“It’s nice to meet you too,” Cassandra said, unbuttoning her coat.

“He’s back in the office, I’ll go get him for ya,” Anna said, and hurried off.

Cassandra had to smile as she stuffed her gloves into her pockets. Sean’s sister was a pip. Fiesty and open, much like him. But wow . . . Sean was the happiest that Anna had ever seen him? He’d talked to Anna about her? Hmmm. She removed her coat and shoved her hat and scarf into the sleeve to hold them there. She’d only just slung the coat over her arm when Sean appeared, taking it right off her arm.

“Hello, love,” he grinned. His eyes danced as he looked at her, and he leaned in to drop a light kiss on her lips. “Here, let me have that. I’ll take it back to the office for safe keepin’.”

“Okay, thanks.” Her eyes roamed over him. He looked particularly handsome in a dark cobalt button down and jeans. “I like your shirt. Did you dress up for me a bit?”

“I might have,” he said, grinning his sexy, lopsided grin. “Ya like it?”

“I do,” she said. “What’s the occasion?”

“Well . . . you’ll see in a bit.” He winked and turned to point towards a tiny round table at the far end of the bar, up by the stage. “See that wee table? That’s reserved for us. Go on and sit, I’ll be right there.”

She made her way to the table, catching snippets of conversations as she moved between patrons. The song over the sound system changed to John Mellencamp’s rollicking version of I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus as she took a seat. Her toes tapped in time to the song as she waited for Sean to return, which he did before the song ended.

“Alright, here we are.” He placed a full pint of Guinness in front of her, then took the empty chair, his own glass in hand. She thanked him and took a sip, aware of his intense gaze.

“You look beautiful,” he said. “I always loved when you wore red. It flatters ya.”

She silently congratulated herself for remembering he liked when she wore red, and for choosing that top. “Thank you.”

Suddenly, he was up out of his seat, leaning over her, a warm hand at the back of her neck as he kissed her. His mouth took from hers, long and sweet. “Mmmm . . .” he said against her mouth. “A beautiful woman who tastes like Guinness.” He kissed her again, his tongue tracing along her lips. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

She giggled, but her body was flaming from his words and his touch. Over the past two weeks, they’d gone on dates. They’d talked and learned each other anew, slowly gaining bits of trust back. And there had been kissing. Lots of it. But their physical interaction had been limited to kissing in public places. His hands sometimes roamed, but because they were out in public, nothing beyond a discreet caress here and there had played out. There was no doubt he wanted her. She could see it in his eyes almost every time he looked at her. She could feel the barely restrained passion in his touch, in the way he kissed her . . . sometimes he groaned lustfully into her neck as he pulled away from a kiss, and it made her go boneless. And he never pushed her, or made her feel pressured in any way. But . . .

The fact was, she was afraid to be alone with him. Because she knew once they were alone, neither of them would be able to hold back. It’d be like a house on fire. It’d be full out torrid reunion sex. The emotional implications of that . . . she just wasn’t ready.

Or, she hadn’t been. Now, tonight, looking into his blue eyes lit with desire and sexy charm and sweet adulation, she knew she couldn’t hold out much longer. And that she didn’t want to.

On one of their dates, she’d gotten him to admit he’d dated a lot after they’d split up. “Lots of empty encounters,” he’d said, looking away as he said it. He wasn’t bragging, he was just stating facts. But he looked her right in the eye as he claimed that thought there had been a lot of girls, he’d never had feelings for any of them. “Not one, Cassie. Not one.” That confession had softened the pang of jealousy that had twisted her gut, knowing he’d been with so many other women in one way or another. God only knew what seven years of experience with all those women had done to his already impressive bedroom skills.

She wanted to find out. She wanted his hands all over her body, to feel the length of his body aligned with hers . . . she wanted him to whisper in her ear the way he used to, feel his hot breath against her skin. During sex, his dirty talk used to spur her into incredible heights of desire, leaving her mindless; after sex, his sweet talk would make her swoon as he held her close.

Now, even though he was kissing her in the middle of a crowded city bar, need hit her like a heat flash. She wanted him. Right then. She couldn’t deny it anymore, and didn’t want to deny herself anymore. And if he wanted her even half as much as she wanted him . . . she shivered at the thought.

He pulled back and smiled softly. “Hey. What is it?”

“You,” she admitted, looking deeper into his eyes. Her fingertips traced the contours of his strong jaw, covered in soft golden stubble that just made him even more appealing. “You.”

He stared at her for a few seconds, then reached for his chair and pulled it around the table. Turning her slightly in her seat, his legs spread wide so he could pull her in close, so close she could smell his musky, spicy scent. The intimacy of the position made her insides quiver.

“Me, eh?” His hands came up to rest on her shoulders. “What about me?”

She blushed and her eyes flickered away. “It’s a secret,” she whispered coyly, trying to distract him by turning it into a game.

He leaned in and kissed her, lingering on her lips, coaxing them open with his to touch his tongue to hers and make her melt. “Tell me,” he murmured against her mouth.

She grinned and edged closer to seal her mouth to his. His hands moved from her face to thread through her hair, cradling her head as they kissed. Her arms snaked around his neck and the kisses deepened, simmering with heat.

“Tell me,” he repeated with a sensual, crooked smile.

“I think you know,” she whispered, playing with his ruffled honey brown hair.

“Oh, love, I’d never assume anythin’ . . .” He nipped at her lips, the softest tug with his teeth that pinged low in her belly. “Tell me.”

She pulled back just enough to look into his eyes. Their gazes locked.

“I want ya so bad, Cassie,” he whispered. “So much. Tell me you want me too.”

“I do.” Her lips curled in a shy smile. “So . . . maybe later tonight . . . we can go somewhere . . . ?”
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Sean’s breath stuck in his chest and his blood raced as he stared into those warm, dark brown eyes he adored. “You sayin’ what I think ya are?”

She nodded.

His heart skipped a beat or two. “Jaysus . . .” He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. She was looking back at him, so beautiful, so sensual. It was all he could do not to drag her back to the office, lock the door, and take her on the couch this very minute. He willed himself to pull back, take his hands from her hair and lower them to hold hers. “If I’m goin’ to take you to bed, and take that tremendous step, we have to talk about some things, love. It’s too important.”

Her face fell and her posture stiffened, and he swallowed back curses. “No, don’t do that.” He squeezed her hands. “Don’t shut down on me. I don’t want to go there either. I don’t want to bring up the painful things again . . . but we have to. If we’re going to move forward together, we have to close up that past, once and for all. Don’t you think?”

She nodded as she stared at him, and he saw things shifting in her eyes. She was considering what he’d said, processing it. He knew that look, understood she was thinking it over, so he waited. Caressing her fingers between hers, never looking away, he waited.

“Can I finish my drink first?” she finally asked. “I have a feeling I’ll need it.”

“Aye, me too.” He reached for his glass and clinked it to hers. “Sláinte.” They sipped together. The song overhead changed to Paul McCartney’s Wonderful Christmastime as the sounds of the bar around them—the chatter of customers, clinking of glasses—seemed to fade as she took in the way he was watching her.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Sure.”

“Do you, um . . .” A hint of color spotted her cheeks. Her head dipped a bit and her dark hair fell across her face. A self-deprecating grin flashed as she swept the lustrous strands back, then traced the rim of her glass with her fingertips. “Do you have plans this Friday night?”

He couldn’t hold back a grin. “Well, I usually work on Friday nights, but I can skip out. One of the bonuses of co-ownin’ the place. Why?”

“I have a holiday party to go to,” she said. “I’d like you to come with me. If you want.”

Warmth flowed through him, making his heart feel light. “I’d love to join you.”

She smiled. “Great. Okay then. It starts at seven. It’s a little dressy, though. Gotta dress up. Do you have a suit?”

“Of course I have a suit,” he scoffed with mock indignation, but had to wonder if she was serious. “In fact, I have three, I’ll have ya know. What do ya take me for?”

“Well, you used to not own even one,” she said, lifting her glass. “Just checking.”

He watched her sip her drink and said, “Fair enough. Yes, I have a suit, Professor Baines.” Sean mirrored her action and stole a long swallow of his own Guinness. “So, a fancy party, eh? Where are we goin’?”

“It’s the English Department holiday party,” she explained. “My office party. NYU faculty and staff, that kind of thing. I’m sorry. It sounds lame. It will be. But it’s the only kind of party I tend to have going on, so, you know . . .”

Something inside his chest went cold, turned leaden. He hoped it didn’t show on the outside. “Ah. Well . . . are you sure ya want me at that?”

Her brows furrowed. “I guess I didn’t sell it very well, did I?”

“No! I mean, yes! It’s not that you didn’t sell it. I want to go with you,” he said. “I’m just . . . surprised.” He shrugged, feeling inarticulate. “Thanks.”

She leaned in and pressed a light, sweet kiss to his lips. “Thanks for saying yes.”

“We’ll have a nice time.” He grinned and kissed her, then said, “I’m goin’ to play a set in a few minutes. That’s why I grabbed this front table, so ya could sit nearby whilst I’m up here. Okay by you?”

“You’re going to play and sing?” Her eyes lit up, and he caught the flare of excitement. “God, I used to love watching you. I’m psyched now.”

“Good! Because after that . . .” He grasped her face with both hands and kissed her deeply. “I’m takin’ ya home with me. And I’m goin’ to love you all night long.”

He heard her sharp intake of breath, felt her shudder beneath his hands, and smiled. His heart stuttered, then soared. He leaned in and stole a few more deep kisses.

But a few minutes later, as he prepared for his set, moving the stool and the mic that’d be aimed at his acoustic guitar, his mind reeled. An academic party. Wonderful, he thought dourly. Just bloody wonderful. That was exactly what had done his head in the last time. Did she not remember? Did she have no idea?
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Cassandra had asked him to accompany her to the orientation party. He’d been proud to walk in with her; she was easily the most beautiful girl in the room. But he hadn’t worn a tie, and they’d quickly realized he was underdressed. The misery twisted his gut. He didn’t want to embarrass her in any way, this was too important. First impressions were important. But she’d brushed it off, not seeming to care. She only had eyes for him. The way she looked at him sometimes made him feel invincible, like a god.

But not in this room full of stodgy teacher types. Cassie was too wrapped up in her conversation with others to see the disapproving looks he caught from some of the prissy, proper men. Back in Ireland, as a kid, the middle of eight siblings, his family was not well off. His parents barely made ends meet, but there was love and pride there. McKinnons ignored the snobs who looked down at their worn clothes. The only place Sean had been made to feel like less of a person was in school. He hated school. He could never concentrate, and didn’t do well. The letters may as well have been hieroglyphics sometimes. Frustrated, he acted out, as kids do. And got scolded for it by teachers, and then his father when he got home. By the time he was ten, he hated school and everything about it. It made him feel stupid.

The only classes he did decently in were math, art, and music. Music saved his sanity. When he was twelve, his older brother gave up the guitar and gave it to Sean, on a lark. But Sean taught himself to play, driven by pure love for it. The music teacher at school said he sang like an angel. That was the only course he could stand; he barely made it through high school. One teacher, his math teacher, finally helped him realize at fifteen that he not only had dyslexia, but ADHD too. It explained a lot, but it was too little too late. The damage had been done. Sean’s grades were shite, and his frustration was boundless. After graduating by the skin of his teeth, he couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

And now there he was, at some stuffy party for brainiacs, of which his girlfriend was one. He was proud of her, in awe of her academic success, really. He loved that she was brilliant. And he knew she thought he was smart as well, even if test scores had never proved it. But his intellect was nowhere near this kind of level. She fit in. He most certainly did not. Now, at this party, surrounded by teachers, the little boy in him who used to get frustrated and insecure and hated school was stirring from deep within.

He helped himself to another glass of champagne and moved off to the side, letting his Cassie shine. God, she was beautiful. Sitting on the sidelines and watching her was no hardship. He found a chair and sat against the wall.

But one man, with a tan linen suit and bow tie, came over to him. He’d been one of the people Cassie was deep in conversation with a few feet away. The small group was positioned so her back was to Sean, so she didn’t see the approach. “Who are you?” he asked, looking down at him with an openly condescending sneer.

Sean bristled at his tone, but kept his cool as he gestured towards Cassandra. “I’m with my girlfriend. She’s starting the program in the fall. Cassandra Baines.”

“Oh.” The man eyed her briefly. “Yes, she’s lovely. Bright girl. Very bright.” He turned back to Sean, eyed him again, and murmured, “Interesting match.”

Sean blinked, then slowly rose to stand. “Excuse me?”

“You two seem . . . mismatched,” the man said.

Sean’s gut started churning. “Says you.” He looked at this pompous arse, wondering what his angle was.

The man didn’t blink and met Sean’s gaze dead on. “How long do you think she’ll stay with someone like you?”

A puff of air resembling a laugh of disbelief came from Sean’s mouth. “Ya know nothin’ about us.”

“I’ve seen this before,” the man sniffed. “You’re her bad boy, sure. Good girls like to play when they’re in undergrad. But even if you stayed together, how far in the program do you think she’ll get with someone like you around?” His brow lifted arrogantly. “It’s a highly competitive environment. I don’t think you realize. She won’t be able to get up the ladder with embarrassing dead weight holding her back. She needs a partner who is an active asset.”

“You’ve got some nerve,” Sean hissed. His blood raced through his veins.

The man sipped from his glass of champagne and shrugged. “You’re out of your element here, is all. Just an observation. No offense intended.”

It took everything Sean had not to slam this tool against the wall and pound him. He drew a deep breath. The words of a stranger wouldn’t have cut so deep if Sean didn’t suspect that . . . they might be true. The nasty bastard might be right. Sean had thought it to himself, but no one had ever said it out loud, much less so blatantly. His eyes narrowed on the man as he ground out, “When’s the last time ya got laid, lad? Bet it’s been a while. And the thought of a girl that beautiful and brilliant being with ‘someone like me’ must burn your arse, eh?”

The man snickered, a scornful sound. “If sexual power is all you hold over her? She’ll dump you by Thanksgiving. Good luck with that.”

“That girl you’re talkin’ about so disrespectfully,” Sean warned in a low growl, “is the girl I love. So for her sake, I won’t beat ya to a pulp right here and now. But you mind how you talk about her, ya hear me?”

The man leaned in and murmured, “I’m not talking about her with disrespect, my friend. I’m talking about you. And I think it’s interesting that you counter my opinion with the offer of violence. You might want to think about the fact that violence and sex are the only assets you have.”

Sean’s hands curled into fists. “Get out of my face, ya miserable langer. And stay away from my girlfriend, or you’ll be sorry you ever even looked her way.”

The man raised his glass in a fake salute and walked away.

But Sean stood there shaking. So angry he could barely breathe. He needed to stay calm, for Cassie’s sake. He’d never embarrass her . . . but damn. He needed air. Quickly, he left the building, bursting through the doors. Even as he sat on a nearby bench, his hands were still shaking and the pounding of his heart roared in his ears. What if that man was right? What if violence and sex were the only assets he had? What if Cassie’s being associated with him would end up hurting her career one day? Or, even worse, what if she tired of him, found him lacking, and left him? He couldn’t take that, it would kill him.

He had a lot to think about . . .
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“Sean? Hey. Earth to McKinnon.”

He’d gotten lost in his miserable stroll down memory lane; he looked up to see Jimmy standing before him.

“Ya gonna play or what?” Jimmy said. “You’ve been standing there like that a while . . .”

“Shut up, I’m playin’.” Sean raked his hands through his hair and shot a glance over at Cassie. She was sitting at their table, chatting with his sister and smiling. He busied himself with setting up. Music always soothed his inner beast.

Beast. He’d been a beast, breaking up with her seemingly out of nowhere, hurting her to make sure it stuck. He’d pushed Cassie away after that fateful party. Thought he was doing the right thing, for her sake—and maybe, too, for the sake of his own pride. He convinced himself of it, even as she begged him not to end it. He still didn’t know, sometimes, if it was the dumbest, most destructive thing he’d ever done, or the best.

He’d hurt himself, but hurt her a million times worse. He’d figured the least he could do for her was abide by her request in her blistering email and never talk to her again; to let her heal, let her move on. That was the last contact they’d had before she’d walked into his bar two weeks ago.

Now, finding her again felt like a miracle, a chance to start over and do right by her this time, and slowly she was letting him back in. So if she was willing to bring him into her academic world, wanted him to escort her to that faculty party? He’d swallow his ambivalence and do it in style, dammit.


Chapter Nine
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Cassandra let her head fall onto Sean’s shoulder. The back of the cab was warm, dark, and cozy as she gazed out at the passing scenery. Christmas lights twinkled everywhere she looked: the windows of stores, around lamp posts, hanging from awnings. The taxi driver, like many others, had holiday music on in the car. As James Taylor’s Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas played and she cuddled into Sean’s side, she thought back on their night together.

They’d had a few beers, eaten dinner, talked, laughed, and enjoyed each other. She’d gotten to chat with Anna, who was fun and friendly. Jimmy had taken over all managerial duties so Sean wouldn’t have to keep an eye on anything in the bar. Then, he’d gotten on that tiny stage to perform and stolen her breath. Watching him, hearing him play guitar and sing again, had been amazing. And since he’d made sure she was sitting right up front, he looked right at her as he sang. Some of the love songs were meant for her, it was obvious. He’d practically serenaded her. That had made her secretly swoon like a fangirl.

His tenor voice was more alluring than ever, his acoustic playing was strong, and his charisma while performing was off the charts. Add to all that his movie star looks . . . he’d cast a new spell over her, one of seduction and admiration. She wondered if he had any idea how his talent, and his passion for music, affected her.

Here in the cab, his arm slid around her shoulders to draw her closer, he pressed his lips to her temple, and her stomach did a slow flip. He smelled so good, he felt so good, warm and solid . . . it made her skin heat and her head swim. She wanted him so much. She wanted to fall into his arms, into his bed, shut out the world, and have him all to herself, body and soul.

“You’re so quiet,” he said, brushing her hair back from her face. He tipped his face so he could peer into her eyes. “Ya okay, love?”

“Very okay,” she whispered, and pulled his head down to join her mouth to his.

He moaned softly into her mouth as the kiss flared, heat and desire rocketing as their tongues tangled and their mutual hunger escalated.

“Stay with me tonight,” he whispered against her lips, sipping from them as his fingers played with her hair. “I want to make love to you all night. I want to kiss every sweet, sexy inch of ya . . .” He nipped at her bottom lip, sucked on it. “. . . I want to touch every inch of your gorgeous body, pleasure you ’til you’re mindless with it . . .” Her breath hitched; he kissed her deeper this time. “. . . until we’re both so exhausted, all we can do is fall asleep in each other’s arms. And hold each other close as we do. Then, when we wake in the mornin’, I want to do it all over again.” He held her face in both hands.

She nestled closer, stroked his stubbled chin, looked into his beautiful blue eyes, and said, “I want all that too. All of that. All of you.”

As she stepped into Sean’s apartment a few minutes later, a feeling like déjà vu washed over her. It looked different than it had seven years before, but enough of it was the same for her to feel strangely at home.

The old, beat up couch and chair had been replaced by a matching brown leather sofa and loveseat, the scratched wooden butcher block table by a glass coffee table. The art on the walls was all Sean: old album covers in frames, artsy posters, photos of Ireland. When she had been there last, it had been a mishmash of Jimmy’s and Sean’s things, careless and functional, two guys in their early twenties who shared space. Now, it was . . . cleaner, nicer, tasteful, more mature. It was a reflection of how Sean himself had grown.

“Does the place look familiar?” he asked as he laid her coat carefully on the loveseat.

“It does indeed,” she grinned. “Only much nicer.”

“I hope so!” he chuckled. He tossed his own coat and scarf onto the loveseat with less care. “I’m no reckless youngster anymore. Can’t have the place lookin’ like a college dorm room.”

“Not if you want to impress the women you bring here,” she teased. “Certainly not.”

She’d meant it as a joke, but his expression sobered. “Cassie.” He turned toward her with intent. “First of all, I haven’t been with a woman in over three months, just for the record. And the second truth is, I’ve brought very few women here. Because . . .” He shrugged. “This is my space.” His gaze narrowed on her, making the creases at the corners of his eyes deepen. “The only woman who ever felt to me like she belonged here was you.”

His stark admission bowled her over. Her heart stuttered in her chest and her legs felt wobbly. “You don’t have to say that because you think it’s what I want to hear. I know there’ve been other women. And I’ve been with other men. I mean, come on, Sean. We broke up seven and a half years ago—”

“Aye, I know. But I don’t want to think of ya with other men, I’ll tell ya that. And I did tell ya there’ve been other girls. Just not here.” He cleared his throat and rubbed his jaw as he looked at her. “Okay. No more of that tonight. Can I get ya a drink? Do ya want anythin’?”

“No.” She stepped to him and put her hands on his chest, tipping her head back to gaze into his eyes. “I just want you.”

“Jaysus . . .” His smile spread, slow and warm. “You know I want you too.” His hands raised to sweep her hair back from her face. As his eyes roamed over her face, he caressed her cheeks with gentle fingers. His thumb brushed across her lips and her breath caught. “I need to hold you. To make love to you. To show ya how much I . . .” His eyes held hers in one of those soul-searching looks that made her blood pound and heat surge through her body. “Christ, there’s so much . . .”

“Shhhh,” she whispered. “Just show me.” Her fingers traced over his lips. “Take me to bed, Sean, and show me.”

His eyes flared, sparking with desire. He took her by the hand and led her to his bedroom. She went gladly, her heart racing with anticipation as her body tingled with need and lust and want.

His room was small, as she remembered, and the queen sized mattress took up most of the space. He went to turn on the light, but she stilled his hand. “Look,” she said, gesturing towards the window. The apartments across the narrow street had decorated for Christmas, to the point of overkill. So many colorful lights hung and shone that they all lent their light to Sean’s bedroom. Red, blue, green, white. . . “I can see you just fine,” she whispered. “It’s pretty.”

“Not nearly as pretty as you,” Sean smiled back. “I can see you too. It’s certainly festive . . .” In a quick move, he reached to the bottom of her V-neck sweater and pulled it up, over her head, letting it drop to the floor. “But even by the lights, you’re wearing too much. I want you naked, Cassielove. It’s been so long since I’ve gotten to look at you. . .”

He let his eyes roam over her, taking her in. “Sweet Lord, you’re so beautiful.” The sight of her standing before him in the dim light, her delicate soft skin revealed to him, her heavy breasts encased in a lacy red bra, set his pulse skyrocketing and made his blood rush hot through his veins. “And you wore all this red for me, ya vixen.”

She grinned at him, a spark of pride and seduction in her dark eyes.

His hands caressed her shoulders and slid down her arms as he pulled her close. Covering her mouth with his, his hands moved up to caress and squeeze her breasts through the lace, eliciting sighs from her that made his insides melt.

She unbuttoned his shirt, spreading it wide and slipping it off over his broad shoulders. But he felt her stop moving and pulled back. She was staring at his body.

“What is it, love?” he asked.

Her eyes skimmed over him. “How many tattoos do you have now?” There was surprise and laughter in her voice.

He grinned at her as he replied, “Seven, total.” He reached out to unhook her bra and slowly slide the straps down her arms. She let it fall to the floor and met his gaze before he lowered his head to suckle one breast, then the other. Her head fell back as she arched into him, wanting more. They moved to the bed and fell onto it, wrapping themselves around one another, curling in tight, caressing and stroking and kissing. His teeth scraped her sensitive skin and she moaned.

Shifting to lie on top of her, he said, “I hate to let go of these perfect breasts, but I have to if I’m goin’ to get your pants off.” She giggled as he made short work of her jeans.

“I only see four tattoos,” she said. “This one, of course . . .” Her fingertips traced the large one on his right shoulder, the one he’d gotten for them, to proclaim his love for her. The large, intricate Celtic knot with Together Forever written in Gaelic. She’d been by his side the whole time, sitting with him in the tattoo parlor down in Alphabet City for hours. “But these . . . are new.” She touched the other tattoos on his left bicep and wrist, then the one on his upper chest.

“Not new to me, but new to you, sure. Do you like them?” His brow furrowed as he gazed down at her. “Or you’re saying it because ya don’t?”

“I like them. A lot,” she admitted. She bit down on her lip for a second before adding, “They’re hot. You’re hot. And you know it.”

“I know no such thing,” he quipped, but his insides warmed at her admission. Her fingers ran over the planes of his chest, his arms, his sides. “I love the feel of your hands on me,” he said into her neck, dropping kisses everywhere his mouth could reach. “I missed that.”

She smiled. “I missed touching you too.” Her head craned, searching. “Where are the other tattoos?”

“The others are lower, love. One’s round my left ankle, one’s on the right calf . . .” His thumbs softly stroked her nipples. They pebbled beneath his touch and he watched her eyes darken with desire. “And one tat . . . well, you’ll have to strip me naked to find that last one. It’s in a strategic spot, ya see.” His grin turned wolfish. “Down on my hipbone. I’d love for ya to trace that one with your tongue . . .”

“Sounds good to me,” she murmured wickedly, reaching for the button of his jeans.

He rolled off her to lie on his back for easier access. She leaned up on one elbow as her fingers danced across his pelvis, playing with the trail of hair that led from his navel down into his boxer briefs. Her fingers teased along the length of his bulge in slow, deliberate strokes and he sucked in a sharp breath. When she did it again and looked right into his eyes, he groaned as his body shuddered. “You’re killin’ me.”

Smiling, she undid the zipper and pushed his jeans down. He helped her, shoving them off his long legs. “My turn to look at you,” she said, as her eyes, then her hands, swept over his body. A wistful look crept onto her features. “This was mine.”

“Can be again,” he whispered, pushing her hair back. “Just need to say so . . .”

Then she said, “What you said before, that you haven’t had sex in three months?”

He just looked at her and nodded, trying to remember how to breathe as her hands continued their exploration across his belly and palmed his erection again.

“It’s been much longer for me,” she admitted, her voice dropping to an almost shy whisper. “It’s been over a year and a half.”

He blinked at that in surprise. “What? Seriously?”

“I was busy with coursework . . .” The corner of her mouth lifted wryly. “I wasn’t dating anyone. Didn’t have time for casual sex. That’s what I told myself, anyway.” Her eyes lifted to meet his and her hands stilled. “But really, I just didn’t want meaningless sex. It held no appeal for me. So . . .” She shrugged, a glimpse of her vulnerability lancing his heart.

He reached up to cup her face in his hands. “It won’t be meaningless tonight,” he promised in a husky whisper. His heart thudded against his ribs. “For me, nothing with you has ever been meaningless. Ever.” He stroked her soft skin, trailing his fingers down her neck, her shoulders, and she sighed with pleasure. He kissed her again and pulled her close, intending to kiss her senseless.

She pressed the length of her body against his. He was so hard that it was bordering on discomfort being restrained, and he pushed his briefs down to let his erection spring free. She smiled and wrapped her fingers around it, stroking him firmly, and he couldn’t hold back the rough groan that ripped from deep in his throat. Suddenly, they were kissing like their lives depended on it—grabbing at each other, pushing away the tiny remainders of clothing until they were naked and close and entwined . . . his hands and mouth possessed her, until her sighs turned to guttural moans, until her moans turned to pleading whispers.

“I need you inside me,” she begged, writhing beneath him. “Now. Please, Sean . . .”

He reached for the condoms he’d left on his night stand and quickly got one on. She was so wet, so ready for him. He looked right into her eyes, so warm and wanting as he pushed in slowly and entered her body. They both shuddered and moaned together at the feel of it. He held still for a moment, staring down at her, wanting to memorize every detail. “Ah, I missed you, love.”

“God, I missed you too,” she gasped. “I missed us . . . like this . . .”

His hips rolled, thrusting deep and smooth, earning another raspy moan from her. Her eyes slipped closed as she undulated beneath him. He kissed her mouth, her jaw, her neck as he moved with her, breathing in her scent, licking and tasting her skin.

“Oh God, Sean . . .” She arched her back, grinding her hips against his as she pulled him in even deeper. Her legs came up to wrap around his hips and he thrust hard, again and again, watching her face as he moved inside her.

He was home. Being inside her, making love to her, was like coming home.

In each other’s arms, she was everything he remembered and more. She was beautiful and flushed with passion and moaning his name . . . he lost himself quickly, gave his mind over to sensation, to the blinding heat and intoxicating pull as their bodies rocked together. When he thrust faster, harder, her moans turned to urgent cries until she broke apart beneath him, crying out his name as she clung to him and her body bucked and shuddered. He couldn’t hold back, emptying himself in a thunderous release deep inside her, holding her tight . . . loving her, loving her, loving her.

The Christmas lights from outside painted their naked bodies in glowing colors as they held each other. When he got out of bed to dispose of the condom and wash up, he slipped into the kitchen. He brought back a bottle of Cabernet and one glass.

“Share the glass with me?” he said, climbing back into bed and into her waiting arms.

“Of course.” She smiled the lazy, content smile of a woman well satisfied.

He returned the smile as he poured some wine and offered it to her. “Sláinte, love.”

She took a few sips, then held the glass out to him for his turn. He took it but leaned in first to lick her lips and kiss her.

“You’re bloody amazing,” he told her. “Ya know that?” He drank some wine.

“In bed?” she asked, arching a brow.

He laughed, choking on the Cabernet, sputtering and coughing and making her laugh too. She grabbed the glass to keep him from spilling it all over the blanket and put it on his night stand.

When he could breathe and speak again, he said, “Aye, in bed, but I meant in general.”

“You’re pretty amazing too.” She settled herself against his chest, in his arms. They kissed for a long while before she murmured, “I need to say something.” She shifted so she could look into his eyes as she spoke. He braced himself. “These past two weeks, we’ve talked a lot, I’ve listened, I’ve thought, and I’ve decided . . .” Her expression softened and her eyes went liquid. “I want to try again. I want to be with you. Date only you. Do you . . . want that too?”

“I want that more than anything in this world,” he breathed, unable to believe what he was hearing. “And I swear, I’ll spend the rest of my days making up for what I did to us.”

“No,” she said firmly. “No. That’s part of what I’m getting to here.” Even as his brow puckered in confusion, she pressed a kiss to his lips. “We’ve both changed, and grown. Hopefully, we’ve learned from the past. But I don’t want to stay in the past. I want to move forward. And we can’t do that if I keep reminding you how you hurt me, and you keep apologizing. I forgive you, Sean.” She held his face, cradling it in her soft hands, looking deep into his eyes. “Now you need to forgive yourself too. And we have to leave all that behind.”

Something happened that hadn’t happened in many years. He felt his eyes burn and sting as they welled up. “I don’t know if I can. Not completely. I don’t know if I ever will . . .”

“Forgive yourself,” she demanded in a whisper. “It’s time.”

Good Lord, he couldn’t cry. He hadn’t cried since he’d gotten her scathing email telling him not to contact her again, and he realized there was no hope for it, he’d really lost her. Yet here she was, forgiving him, and insisting they had to let it all go. “I don’t deserve ya,” he whispered thickly.

“Yes you do,” she said. “And I don’t ever want to hear you say that again.”

His eyes travelled over her features, her beautiful face, and he said, “Ya know . . . maybe there’s a few things I should tell you now. So you understand better . . . because I never did. And maybe it’s time I did, so you’ll understand why I say things like you deserve better than what I can give you.”

“Sean,” she protested, “Stop that.”

“Hear me out, love.” He shifted away so he wasn’t holding her, but could look into her deep brown eyes and have that lock. “It’s about school and childhood,” he began. “And how those affected the choices I made years ago. You deserve to know the whole of it.”

Her eyes were wide now, and her body motionless as stone. “Go on, then. I’m listening.”

He swallowed hard. Already opened the can o’worms, he thought. Can’t go back now. Just tell her. “Cassie, you know I have ADHD. We talked about that a bit in the past, remember?”

“Sure,” she nodded, her brow creasing in confusion.

“I never let on how much it affected me growing up,” Sean said. “I never told ya how hard it was for me as a kid . . .” He softly stroked her arm, slow caresses, up and down. “Hey, they didn’t know I had a legitimate issue. Everyone—my parents, my teachers—just thought I was a troublemaker. School was a bloody nightmare. I all but failed out.”

“I’m very sorry to hear it,” she said with empathy. “I’ve heard stories like this before, adults who had ADHD as kids but went undiagnosed. I’m sorry you had such a rough time.”

“Thanks. But I’m not tellin’ you this for sympathy. I’m tryin’ to explain . . .” He sighed. “You were born smart. So wondrously brilliant. I admire that, ya know.”

“Thank you,” she said demurely. “Of course, it’s not anything I ever had a say in. Lucky enough to be born smart. I . . .” He saw the light bulb go on, the flicker in her eyes that maybe, because they were so deeply connected, she knew where he was going with his tale. She sat up in bed and said pointedly, “Lots of ADHD kids are the brightest in the class. You’re smart too, Sean. You are.”

“I know. Well, I know that now. As for brightest in the class? I always had a head for numbers, that’s for sure,” he said. “But it didn’t help with grades, or bein’ able to focus, or doin’ what the teachers say. I got in a lot of trouble, love.” His voice lowered to barely a whisper. “Like, my father beratin’ me at home ’cos I couldn’t sit and do my homework, like my brothers and sisters. Or like the teachers whapping at me with rulers and erasers, ’cos I wouldn’t stay still and all that. Everyone yellin’ at me . . . belittlin’ me . . . I hated school. Hated it.” He glanced at her almost sheepishly. “So, when I got older, I got away from it. Away from that whole bloody town. I moved an ocean away. And then . . . ” He tried to grin, but it faltered. “Then I went and fell in love with a brainy, book-lovin’ girl who loved school more than anythin’, so much that she wanted to be a teacher. A teacher.” His eyes speared her. “Irony much?”

[image: *]

Cassandra stared at Sean in utter shock. His strong jaw was tight, his brows furrowed. He was obviously both relieved to tell her this and anxious at the same time. But she couldn’t wrap her head around it. “Why didn’t you ever tell me any of this before?”

“C’mon, Cassie. I barely made it out of high school and never went to college; you finished every semester with honors and graduated at the top of your class.” One of his hands released hers to rake his fingers through his hair, but the other held onto her tight. “I didn’t want ya to think I was a moron. Or maybe that you were . . .” He shrugged, but his eyes locked with hers. “. . . well, datin’ beneath ya. I often wondered if ya thought that, deep down . . . I wasn’t enough. Not for the long haul, anyway.”

“Never,” she said, spitting it out vehemently. A chill skittered over her. “Not once.”

He nodded. “Thank ya for that.”

“You don’t have to thank me. It’s the truth. It’s just a fact. And frankly, I’m a little insulted that you’d think that of me.”

“Cassie, it wasn’t about you. It was about me.” He slanted a sideways glance. “My whole youth, I kept hearing what a bad kid I was. Out of control, wouldn’t pay attention, wouldn’t focus . . . bad stuff. And when people tell ya something all your life, it’s hard to stop thinking of yourself that way, even if in your heart ya know it’s not true.”

She gazed at him, this charismatic, talented, passionate man, and wondered how rotten his childhood had been that this was at his core. And she wondered how she thought she’d known him better than anyone in the world, and this was the first time he’d revealed these things to her. Had she ever really known him at all?

Sadly, she murmured, “So . . . school must have been incredibly difficult for you.”

He blew out a disgruntled huff of air. “We had no money, my family. My sisters and brothers, they were all bright, all did fine in school. I was the standout. Being the fourth of eight kids, they all thought I was just acting out for attention. It wasn’t ’til I was fifteen that a school counselor took the time to help me and diagnosed me with ADHD. And . . . well, I never told ya . . .” He looked directly into her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m slightly dyslexic, as well. I do all right . . . but I am. It’s harder for me, reading. Your specialty. Your passion.”

She jerked back as if he’d pushed her. Things clicked that never had before, and the realization shook her to the core. “I . . . I just . . . why didn’t you ever tell me any of this? My God, Sean—how could you not tell me these things?”

“Pride,” he murmured, his gaze unflinching. “Simple pride. And fear of rejection.”

Her heart ached. She didn’t know what was worse: that he’d ever been made to feel lesser by anyone, or that he’d felt the need to hide it from her all this time. Then something else occurred to her. “Why are you telling me this now?”

“Because, Cassie. We . . . took this step. You let me make love to you. You let me in.” He watched her nervously. “So I wanted to be honest with you. I keep asking you not to hold back from me. I wanted to . . . reciprocate.” His fingers trailed along her jaw as he added, “Fair’s fair.”

She could see the anxiety in his eyes, and it made her heart melt. “Then let me tell you something important too . . .” She nestled close to him, feeling his solid warmth. Her mouth brushed his with a slow, sweet kiss before she whispered, “I don’t care about any of that. I mean, I hate that it affected you so . . . but I don’t care, because I love you.”

His eyes pricked, burning as he stared. “Ehm . . . say that again?” he whispered thickly.

“I love you.” She kissed him. “I want you, Sean McKinnon, and I love you.”

“God, I love you too,” he breathed. “So much.” He kissed her passionately, crushing her body to his.

“So, Irish. What are you doing for Christmas?” she asked when he stopped long enough to come up for air.

“Not much actually, Professor. Anna and I are volunteerin’ at a soup kitchen during the day, then might be goin’ out for dinner.”

“That’s wonderful that you two are doing that,” she said. “The volunteering, I mean. But after that, why don’t you both come out to the island?” She smiled warmly. “Have dinner with us instead.”

He knew she meant Long Island, where she’d grown up, where her family still lived. That she wanted him there was huge, not lost on him. “What, at your parents’ house?”

“Yup.” Her dark eyes danced. “We always do Christmas Eve at Aunt Enza’s—that’s Bree’s mom. Between Enza and my mom, they pull off the whole Feast of the Seven Fishes Italian extravaganza. But on Christmas Day, we have a smaller dinner at my parents’ house. Just them, me, my younger brother, and my dad’s sister and her family. About ten of us. We’d have room for two more. I’d love for you to be there.”

“Wow.” He shifted to look at her better. “That would be like announcing to the world that we’re back together.”

“Well, aren’t we now?” she asked.

He smiled and kissed her lips. “Yes. Yes we are.”

“Then come to my parents’ for Christmas dinner. Bring your sister. You can both sleep over there, plenty of room. And we’ll all go back into the city together the next day. Okay?”

“I’ll tell her. I think she’d like that.” Sean hugged her tight and whispered, “And I’d love that. But ya best warn your parents I’m back for good, if ya haven’t already. Your dad never frightened me, but your mom . . . she might try to beat me.”

“She might. Her wooden spoon is legendary.” She laughed and added teasingly, “Are you scared?”

“Terrified. But you’re worth it.” He kissed her again, and again. His hands were all over her warm, soft skin. He couldn’t get enough of her, and started to make love to her once more. She was right there with him, luscious and hot and ready to go again. In his head, he sent silent prayers of gratitude to the skies . . . and hoped things would be as good as they seemed to be.


Chapter Ten

[image: ‡]

Sean fussed with his tie in the bathroom mirror. Jaysus, he hated suits. He’d gotten a haircut that morning, making his unruly hair behave a bit, and shaved his face clean. He’d chosen his best suit, the black Armani, and a festive tie in shades of grey, black, and red. He loved the way Cassie’s eyes had lit up when she saw him all dressed up, and that had almost made it worth it. But he still hated wearing such restrictive, stuffy clothing, and always had.

They’d gotten through the first hour of the party already. Some of her colleagues were nice, friendly, and talkative. Some were plain boring, or pretentious. That’s what he’d expected, and that’s what he’d encountered. But Cassie had told him they didn’t need to stay long. That she couldn’t wait to get him home to get the suit off him. His mouth quirked as he recalled the look in her eyes as she’d said that. He’d been entertaining similar fantasies all evening; she looked absolutely delectable in her long black velvet dress. His hands had played along her back all night, enjoying the feel of her body encased in the soft, plush fabric.

The door to the men’s room opened and a tall, skinny man entered. His dark hair was peppered with gray, and he wore a navy suit and bow tie. Sean gave him a flick of his chin, a curt nod of acknowledgement before turning back to the mirror for a last once-over.

“Don’t think we’ve met,” the stranger said. “Oliver Pottson, department chair. And you are . . . ?”

Aha. The one Cassie told him about. He was a tool, he could tell. “Sean McKinnon.” He held out a hand and Pottson shook it. “I’m here with Cassandra Baines. My girlfriend.”

“Oh. I see.” Pottson’s pale green eyes slid over Sean in open assessment. Based on his frown, Sean gathered the guy didn’t like what he saw. “She hasn’t mentioned you.”

Something hummed in Sean’s gut, but he ignored it. “We only got back together recently.”

“Back together? As in, you dated before?”

“That’s right.” Sean turned to face him full on. The guy was only two inches taller than him, but looked like he could blow away in a strong wind. He reeked of pretentiousness, and he looked just plain nasty, a hard edge to his scowl and a mean glint in his eyes. Suddenly, Sean wanted to take his bow tie and shove it up his arse. “Ya know, Mr. Pottson, I didn’t know department heads kept personal tabs on their professors.”

“Well, she’s only an assistant professor, actually,” Pottson corrected him. “And that’s Doctor Pottson.”

Sean let a lazy grin cross his face. Smug bastard. How about Wanker Pottson? “I know Cassie’s an assistant professor. She’s only twenty-nine. She’s damn impressive if you ask me. But a little young for you, no?”

Pottson’s brows lifted haughtily. “I think Miss Baines is extremely impressive. But young for me? What exactly are you implying, Mr. McKendrick?”

“McKinnon,” Sean said tightly. “And I’m implyin’ that for her department chair, you seem to be overly concerned with her personal life.”

“You’re out of line,” Pottson snapped. “I’ve been keeping a close eye on her because as head of department I’m invested in her professional future. I think I have a right to be concerned if she’s going to be distracted by a volatile personal life. I’m . . . well . . . mildly surprised that she brought a date to the party tonight. I thought the only relationship she had was with her career. You’ve been together long?”

“Not this round. But before, the first time, yes. We were very serious a few years back. I’m lucky we found each other again.” Sean cocked his head. “But I have to ask again, how’s that your business?”

Pottson cleared his throat. “I was simply making conversation.”

“Uh huh.” You’re a langer, Sean thought. A pompous arsehole. Watch my woman all you like. She’s back with me now. “Anything else you want to ask me before I get back to my girlfriend?”

Pottson’s pale eyes narrowed, like a shark going in for the kill. “You’ve been back in her life for what, a few weeks, I take it?”

“Aye.”

“Do you know who she dated before you, Mr. McKinnon?” Pottson asked, silky-voiced. “Someone who owned enough property to make up a city block. He took her to Europe, sent flowers every week. Interesting comparison between the two of you.”

Something like dread unfurled in Sean’s gut, twisting it into knots as the cold harshness of it crept up into his heart. But he ground out from between clenched teeth, “You go to hell.”

Pottson laughed softly. Sean wanted to hit him so much it was hard to hold back.

“You have no idea what Cassie and I have meant to each other,” Sean growled. “You can take shots at me all ya want. Doesn’t mean anythin’. You’re one step short of a stalker, if you’ve been keeping that close an eye on her.” Sean’s hands balled into fists.

“I’m no stalker, Mr. McKinnon. But I know Professor Baines a little better than you do, apparently. She’ll get bored with someone like you a lot sooner than later. And then she’ll find someone who’ll give her what she’s looking for. Deep down, I think you know I’m right.” His thick brows lifted as if to punctuate the point, and he left the restroom.

Sean’s blood raced through his veins and roared in his ears. He stood still, closed his eyes, and took a deep, calming breath. Bastard. That bloody creepy bastard. I should’ve beat him senseless.

But he couldn’t help but think back to a similar party, years before. How one toad’s cutting words had hit all Sean’s buttons, shaken his doubts loose, and started him on the path to misery. He couldn’t let that happen again. But Jaysus . . . he needed a drink. Shoving hard at the door, he barreled out of the restroom and back down the hallway.

The dark, wood paneled room at the Explorers’ Club was filled with people talking, glasses, soft music. Sean grabbed two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray. Lit candles and strung garland made it almost feel like an old-fashioned Christmas; it made him recall his grandparents’ small house back in County Cork. He and his family lived in County Kildare, but they went to his ma’s parents’ every Christmas when he was young. His sweet grandmother had loved garland, and red ribbons. The house had been filled with them.

Sean surveyed the scene before him. Pleasant enough. He didn’t hate being here, as he’d thought he would. Or, he hadn’t before that chat with Pottson. He downed the contents of one glass until it was empty, then set it down on a nearby table. From the tall, narrow windows, he could see that a light snow had started to fall outside, the crystal flakes flowing on the wind. It was pretty, picturesque. “Her last boyfriend owned enough property to make up a city block . . .” He scrubbed his free hand over his face in frustration.

Looking around, he located Cassie across the room, talking to another woman and three men in a small circle by the fireplace. The crackling flames danced on her pale skin, backlighting her as she laughed at something someone said. Affection and pride swirled inside: she was his woman. If . . . he could keep her. The little gnats of doubt buzzed around inside his head. He tried to shake them off as he crossed the room to join her.

“Hiya,” he said at her side, handing her the glass of champagne.

“There you are!” Her smile could have lit the room as she turned to him. “Oh, thank you. My glass was empty, how’d you know?” She kissed his cheek before stealing a sip of champagne.

“I need to talk to you when ya get a minute,” he whispered in her ear.

She pulled back to look at him, her brows puckered. “Everything okay?”

“Aye, sure. Just saying. It can wait.”

“No. Now, I’m curious.” She turned to her colleagues and smiled sweetly. “Will you excuse us?” And with that, she grasped Sean’s hand and pulled him out of the party, down the hallway to the small but impressive lobby. High ceilings, marbled floors, art on the walls and priceless artifacts in glass cases . . . a different world from what he was used to, that was for sure. He glanced at her as she stood before him. She belongs here. Look where I’m from . . . and look who she is. He hated to think Pottson could be right.

“So talk to me,” she said. “What’s up?”

Damn. He didn’t want to do it right then. “You look beautiful tonight, ya know.”

“Thank you. So do you. Now stop stalling.”

“I, ehm . . .” How could he phrase this properly? To tell her he’d just had a similar experience to the one he’d had before, and warn her about her arsehole boss, and ask her what he meant to her, all without sounding like an ass?

“Sean?” She stared at him expectantly.

“Sorry, I just . . .” He dragged a hand across the back of his neck, trying to form the right sentences. Taking her hand, he pulled her to sit with him on a velvet chaise. “You . . . don’t know how desirable you are, Cassie. You don’t. You never have. But there’s a history of your being around men, who are pompous and jealous. Who apparently think a man like me shouldn’t have any claim to ya.”

Cassandra’s mouth literally dropped open as she gaped at him. “Wh-what? What on earth are you talking about?”

“It’s true, love. One of those tools got to me before, got in my head, years ago. And I listened to him instead of you, and I ruined everything,” Sean said brusquely. “Tonight, some langer who seems to think he has rights to you just came at me.”

“Who?”

“Yer man Pottson. Bloody wanker.”

She scowled at the mention of his name. “Oh, God. What happened?”

“He wants you,” Sean said flatly. “That was clear.”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about. I would never . . .” Her voice dropped so it wouldn’t carry. “God, Sean, I told you, he skeeves me.”

Sean had to grin at that. “He should. He’s skeevy.”

“But he is the head of my department. He could make things very difficult for me if he chose to. So I just try to be polite, keep things light, and not make waves.”

“That’s sexual harassment,” Sean ground out.

“That’s real life,” Cassandra said flatly. “Hierarchy, politics—it happens all the time.”

“Are you kidding me?” Sean blinked. “Ya know what? I may not have a fancy degree, but I run a business, and sexually harassing employees isn’t okay by me. I’ve seen it in bars and clubs, other places. You think because Pottson’s got a bunch of letters after his name, that makes it more acceptable somehow? It isn’t, Cassie.”

“You don’t know how it is,” she said, a sharp edge to her tone. “You don’t know the ins and outs of academic life, you don’t—”

“Don’t go there,” Sean warned, feeling the knot return in his gut. “I know enough to know sexual harassment is never okay. Don’t treat me like an idiot for not playing along with his shit. And don’t sound like one by insulting me.”

She flinched as if he’d slapped her. “I wasn’t insulting you!”

“Really? Think back on what you just said to me, darling. You were patronizing me.”

“I was not!” she cried. “You just don’t understand—” She jumped to her feet and stared down at him. He rose slowly, staring back.

“Go on. Say it again,” he murmured in a dangerous tone. “Tell the dumb bar owner how he’s not smart enough.”

Crimson bloomed on her cheeks. “That’s not what I meant. What did he say to you? Will you tell me what happened, please?”

Sean couldn’t rip his gaze from hers. Did she realize what was going on here? Because suddenly, he sure as hell did, and he didn’t like it one bit. “He informed me that in comparison to all your previous dates—the rich, educated, and powerful—that a boy toy like me won’t last long. You’ll tire of me. He’s been watching, so he knows.”

“He said what?” Her face blanched of color, the hot pink draining from her cheeks.

“Aye. Not to worry, though. I put him on notice.”

“You did? Oh God, what’d you say?” she asked anxiously. “You didn’t do anything . . . say anything . . . that could, well . . .”

He peered at her, frowning. “That could what? Protect you? Defend you? He’s a langer.”

“I know that, but Sean, he’s my boss. You can’t—I mean, I have to—”

“You have to, Cassie. I don’t. I don’t take crap from anyone. And I can’t believe I’m hearing that you would.” Sean raked his hand through his hair, swore under his breath, and started to pace.

“I don’t! But I don’t have to rock the boat, either,” she said. “There’s a middle ground.”

“No there isn’t. Not on something like this.”

“That man is my boss and I want to be tenured one day,” she said harshly. “So if he said something that—”

“He was rude, condescending, pandering, and obnoxious. He thinks he has rights to you. He’s lucky I didn’t plant him in the wall.” He stopped pacing and speared her with a look. “Cassie. Are you upset with Pottson, or me? Because right now, I’m not sure.”

“If you attacked my boss, I have a right to be concerned,” Cassandra said.

“Aha. That’s bloody great.” He suddenly felt like he was on a speeding train and didn’t know how to stop it. Didn’t know where the brake pedal was. He raked a hand through his hair in distress. “You know what? He was an arse, I shot back and stood up for us, and suddenly I feel like I’m the one being questioned here.”

“What? Just wait a minute—”

“Pottson’s a bloody langer. Just like that snake at Columbia years ago, the one who got to me,” Sean went on, spiraling out of control. “But things were different then. I was insecure and young and stupid, and I couldn’t get past it. He made it sound like I was a dumb loser who’d hold ya back if I stayed with ya. I thought I’d end up embarrassin’ ya somehow. That’s why I broke up with you, you know.”

“Are you kidding me?” Cassandra’s heart felt like a cold rock in her chest, to match the lump in her throat. She swallowed to dislodge it, but it didn’t work. Finally she croaked, “You had that little faith in us? In me?” Nausea roiled in her stomach. “So you quit before I could fire you.”

He winced but murmured, “When ya put it that way . . .”

“Oh my God,” Cassandra hissed. Her heartbeat raced and her face felt hot. “You made my choices for me.”

Sean nodded, but said nothing. Still as stone, the pain in his eyes spoke volumes.

Her head was spinning. She didn’t know whether to laugh, shout, or cry. Overcome, she raised her hands and slammed them against his chest, a hard shove that sent him flying back. “How dare you have so little faith in me! How dare you make my decisions for me and hurt me like that!” She tried to keep from yelling, but she felt wild. “For years, I felt like I didn’t measure up, like I’d done something to make you want to walk away from me . . . and all this time, it was you. You didn’t feel like you measured up.”

He looked her in the eye and said with soft sorrow, “That’s right. You’re right.” His admission came so softly that it ripped at her heart. “Only I never meant to make you feel that way.”

“How could I not?” she cried. “You dumped me! Without any good reason, with just obnoxious platitudes about how it was best for me and that I’d thank you later.”

“Cassie . . .” He stared at her woefully. “The other night, you told me to forgive myself, and I told you it was very hard for me to do that. Now you know why.”

She pushed her shaking hands through her hair. Somewhere in her clouded mind, she realized it wasn’t just her hands that were shaking, but her whole body.

“And while we’re at it,” he continued, “you said you’d forgiven me for hurting you. But right now, it doesn’t sound like it. It sounds like you’re still fiercely angry at me.”

“Well, right now I am, yes!” She felt her self-control slipping away at lightning speed. “If you’d told me any of these things back then, it would have made sense when you broke up with me. I would’ve understood what was driving you. We could have talked about it, I would’ve . . .” She wanted to punch him. She wanted to cry. “You know what? I can’t go there now. I can’t. So just tell me, did you do anything to Oliver tonight I should know about?”

“Like what?” Sean asked, affronted.

“I don’t know. Something that could jeopardize my position here? Or my career?”

“Is that all you care about?” he hissed, eyes wide.

“No! But Sean, I’ve worked damn hard to get to this juncture. For years. You’ve been back in my life for a few weeks. So I’m sorry, but I have a right to know, or to be upset, if you said or did something—”

“You’re unbelievable!” he cried. “You care more about your job than about us!”

“No,” she said, “but I do care about both. I don’t have to apologize for that.”

His blue eyes flashed, indignant, taken aback. “After everything we’ve done to get to this place, where we were together, trusting again . . .”

“You want to talk about trust now? You sure? Because after what you just told me, if you’d trusted me in the first place, back then, you would have come to me. I would’ve been able to make you see that guy was just a jerk, we would’ve had a good laugh, and that would’ve been it.”

“A good laugh?” He stared at her.

“No one could have taken me away from you. Except for you. And you did. You did that.”

He whirled away, scrubbing his hands over his face before turning back to her. “I thought I didn’t deserve you then, don’t ya get it? I didn’t see what someone like me had to offer someone like you, in terms of a real future. I wasn’t enough for ya then. I just . . . want you to be sure I’m enough now.” He swallowed hard, his deep blue eyes pleading. “How did even we get here? I just wanted to tell ya that Pottson mouthed off, that he’s hot for ya and he’s a creeper, and you’re comin’ at me! And we’re arguin’ about the past, and trust, and everything—what the hell . . .” He stood there staring at her, searching. “Would you rather be with someone different? Is that what this is really all about? Because God knows Pottson and all those other guys can give ya things I can’t.”

Heart pounding, she gaped at him with a mixture of horror and sadness. “You still don’t get it,” she whispered hotly, shaking her head. “I don’t care what you, or any other man, has to ‘offer’ me. I don’t need anything. I take care of myself.” A dull throbbing ache started to pound in her head, but she stood her ground. “I don’t need you. But I want you. You were always enough for me, then and now.” Her eyes burned and filled with tears, even as she took in the shadowed look on his face. “That’s why I let you back into my life. But if you still don’t know that, if you’re still unsure of that, even now? There’s nothing I can say to make you believe it. It’s a lost battle.” The tears spilled over onto her cheeks.

“Cassie . . .” He reached out to her, but she backed away. “I’m sorry, but after what you said—”

“No. Just stop.” Pushed to the limit, her mind started to shut down. She wanted escape. Shaking off his hands, she backed away. “I can’t do this again,” she croaked. “I can’t keep fighting for us . . . and I can’t build a future with a man who doesn’t trust me enough to let me in. You don’t.”

“I do trust you! That’s why I told you all these things! I won’t leave you again. Is that what you’re waiting for, for me to leave?”

Her bottom lip trembled. “Maybe I still don’t know for sure. Maybe you’re right, I haven’t really forgiven you.”

The desperate glint in his eyes relayed frustration and a hint of fear. “Ya know, I think this talk got thrown way off track. Can we please go somewhere more private and talk this through?”

She shook her head, swallowing a sob. “I’m done talking. I’m . . . done. I can’t put myself through this again. This was a mistake after all.” Turning her back on him, she started to walk.

He caught up to her in a few long strides and grabbed her arm, whirling her around to face him. “Don’t you dare leave this way,” he said, his breath coming in hard gusts. “Don’t walk away, Cassie. Let’s talk this out.”

“I’ve heard enough for one night.” Shaking her head violently, she ground out, “Let go of my arm.”

“Please, Cassie. You want me to beg? I will. Don’t leave like this, please. We—”

“Everything all right over here?” A gray-haired man in a suit was there, eyeing Cassandra with concern. Two security guards stood a few feet behind him, watching.

Sean released her arm. “We’re fine. She’s fine.”

Swiping the wetness from her cheeks, Cassandra said quickly, “We’re fine. I need to get back inside to my faculty holiday party.”

“Don’t go,” Sean pleaded in a hot whisper.

“Why not? You did. My turn.”

His eyes widened like she’d struck him. “Please . . . it broke us both when I went running scared. Don’t you do it now.”

“I’m not running scared,” she exclaimed.

His gaze sharpened. “The hell you’re not. That’s exactly what this is.”

Her breath caught and she blinked at him. She couldn’t think straight anymore. “Goodbye, Sean. Merry Christmas,” she blurted, and practically ran back into the party room.

Sean stood rooted to the spot, staring after her in disbelief.

“You need me to call you a cab?” The gray haired man’s voice was softer than before. Sean turned his head to look at him and saw sympathy in the older man’s eyes.

“No,” he whispered. “Just need my coat, and I’ll be goin’.”

Three minutes later, he was outside, trudging through the snow in his dress shoes. He knew he should hail a cab, but on a snowy Friday night, he’d have just as much luck by starting to walk home. He didn’t care that it was a far walk from midtown to the Village. He didn’t care about anything. The snow fell around him, the Christmas lights sparkled in every window, people rushed by him, and he didn’t care.


Chapter Eleven
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Cassandra sat by the large bay window of her parents’ living room, curled into the end of their plush sofa. She drew her legs up against her chest and wrapped her arms around her knees as she watched the snow fall lightly outside. She was tired; it’d been a long few days.

After bolting away from Sean at the party, she’d gone straight to the ladies’ room and bawled her eyes out, hiding there until she could recompose herself enough to slip out and go home. Around midnight, she’d fallen into a restless sleep, but was startled awake by the ringing of her phone. Kara had gone into labor, at last. When the call ended, she saw that there was a waiting text from Sean, sent while she’d been asleep.


I hate that we fought like that. I’m going mad. I can’t sleep. I’m sorry, Cassie. I’m sorry for all of it. Just don’t shut me out. Please. We need to talk. I love you.



Her stomach churned and she tossed the phone onto her bed. She had to get to the hospital for Kara. Her friends needed her. That was all she cared about at the moment. She spent the rest of Saturday and part of Sunday at the hospital. Sean tried to call again, two more times, and the texts came every few hours. He was climbing the walls, not hearing from her. She knew it was unfair, that she was being petulant . . . but she realized he’d been right: she was running scared. She’d been so taken aback by what he’d told her, and so afraid of getting hurt again, she was the one who’d run this time. And since she didn’t know what to do about all the feelings swamping her, she was all too happy to dive into Auntie mode for Kara.

On Monday, she and Elena helped Kara and the baby get home from the hospital. There, along with Bree, they spent the day packing up everything to get the new mother and child out to Aunt Enza’s house. Enza had insisted they stay with her for a week or two, being the baby’s honorary grandmother, and Kara had gratefully accepted the invitation. Elena helped Cassandra and Bree load up their cars, and they caravanned it out to eastern Long Island.

For three days, Sean kept texting and trying to call. Cassandra ignored him. The texts went unanswered, and she let his calls go to voice mail.

She knew how ironic it was. She’d desperately wanted him to fight for her all those years, to not let her go. Now he was doing exactly what she used to wish for, but she was too overwhelmed, hurt, and scared to accept it. The pain was ruling the roost for the moment, despite her happiness about her new niece and the general flurry of Christmas excitement. Going back to her parents’ house for a few days was another good escape. She wanted to be inaccessible; she needed the space and time to think.

She hated to admit it, but she’d had to face the fact that Sean was right about a few things. She had treated him as if he wasn’t part of her world, therefore unable—or not smart enough—to understand how things went.

And she hadn’t fully forgiven him for the past. The second their stability as a couple had come into question, she’d thought he would bolt for the door. She hadn’t had faith in him, or forgiven him. He’d been right about that too.

So even if she was angry, she knew he had a right to be also. She had to talk to him sooner or later . . . but she just . . . was it pride holding her back? Fear? Both? She wasn’t sure, and until she was, she was going to stay incommunicado.

The only thing she knew for sure was that she was hopelessly in love with him, the one constant throughout their tangled history. She knew he loved her too. She believed that. But was love enough? Could they make it actually work? Or had Sean been right the first time when he’d ended it, afraid their worlds were too different after all? She just didn’t know.

“It’s pretty, isn’t it?” Her mother, Joann, sat beside her on the couch and looked out at the snow falling. Dusk had set in already, turning the snow-covered landscape a soothing shade of blue.

“Beautiful,” Cassandra replied. “I’ve always loved the snow.”

“Have you talked to him yet?”

Cassandra looked back out to the snowfall. “No.”

“How many days has it been now? Four?”

“Five.”

“So I take it you disinvited him and his sister for Christmas dinner?”

Cassandra cringed. “Um, I didn’t . . . but I guess at this point, that’s understood.”

“Know what? I don’t understand any of this,” Joann said flatly. “Call him. Text him. You have to talk. You can’t just not answer him and hope he’ll go away. It’s not fair, when he’s been trying so hard to reach you. Ignoring a problem doesn’t get it worked out. You’re more mature than this, or so I thought.”

“Wow, Mom, don’t hold back,” Cassandra griped sarcastically. She stared at her mother. “I thought you hated him.”

“I’m not a fan,” Joann hedged. “Not after how he hurt you. But this time around, from everything you told me . . . from what I can see? This one’s on you, sweetie.”

“Me?” Cassandra sat up a little straighter. “How is it on me? He didn’t trust me enough to tell me so many things—things that ended up splitting us apart. How do I know that won’t happen again?”

“You don’t. That’s the risk you take.” Joann crossed her legs and shifted where she sat. “Let’s not do this right before we go to Enza’s, okay? I don’t want to argue.”

“I don’t either. I just . . .” Cassandra glanced back out the window, watching as the crystalline flakes fluttered through the evening air. “What if he was right, Mom? That deep down, I thought he wouldn’t fit into my world and I didn’t even realize it?”

Joann pulled her into a hug. “It’s going to all be okay. I know it.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you’re a strong, smart woman. And because it’s Christmas. Wonderful things happen on Christmas. I believe in that.”

“I used to . . .” Cassandra sniffled. Her voice dropped to a quavering whisper. “I want to believe, Mom.”

“Then believe. Decide to believe. Faith is a choice. The only one who can choose to take that leap of faith is you.” Joann pulled back to look into her face. “Right now, we have to get to Enza’s, make and eat a ton of seafood, and celebrate with all our loved ones. And I need to meet that new baby! My honorary granddaughter!” She smiled warmly. “It’s Christmas Eve. Let’s go be merry.”

Cassandra nodded, hugged her mother once more, and headed for the upstairs bathroom. She grabbed her cosmetics bag from the drawer. As she quickly touched up her makeup, she thought of Sean, and everything her mother had said.

Decide to believe. Faith is a choice.

She and Sean had found each other again. He’d pursued her, tried to make up for the lost time and hurt feelings, and show her how much he cared . . . told her he loved her . . . trusted her. He trusted that they’d work as a couple and that she’d stand by him. That was why he’d come to her about Oliver, already so on edge, and . . .

Oh God, she’d let her own insecurities take over and she’d pushed him away—almost mirroring what he’d done to her years ago. Suddenly, she understood his actions in a new way. And realized that the first time, he’d been wrong, but this time, she’d been wrong.

She pulled her phone out of her pocket. No new texts, not for two hours. The last one from him said: I can’t bear this. I hate that we’re not spending Christmas together. I miss you so much it hurts. I love you, and I won’t give up until you talk to me again. I won’t give up on us. Le chéile go deo. xx

Le chéile go deo—Together Forever.

She’d read that last text ten times already. His love and sadness were palpable.

I won’t give up on us.

Faith is a choice . . .

Faith. Take a leap of faith. It was Christmas, after all. If you couldn’t take a leap of faith on Christmas, when could you?

“Cass?” Her mother’s voice boomed from downstairs. “We’re leaving, let’s go!”

“Coming,” Cassandra called back. There was no time now. She’d call him later, if it wasn’t too late. And until then, she could try to piece together what she wanted to say, something meaningful, something coherent beyond: “I’m sorry, and I want to work this out, and I love you too.”


Chapter Twelve
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Hours later, well after ten o’clock, Cassandra stared out the car window into the darkness, feeling her heavy eyes droop. Christmas Eve at Aunt Enza’s was always magical. This group of friends was a family, the family the moms had chosen and made themselves. And now, it was growing, with the new generation. Bree’s daughter Charlie had cooed so much over Kara’s brand new baby girl, it melted all their hearts. Cassandra, Elena, and Bree had helped cook, while all their brothers and fathers talked and played cards. They’d all exchanged gifts. They’d laughed and eaten and sung Christmas songs and eaten some more. It had been a lovely, memorable Christmas Eve.

The only thing missing had been Sean. He should have been there with her, laughing with all the men, kissing her under the mistletoe . . . she wondered what he’d done that evening instead.

Next to her in the back seat of their parents’ SUV, Darren nudged her. Now twenty-six and a good six inches taller than her, her little brother had grown from an annoying kid into a kind, quiet man. “You’re falling asleep. Here.” He offered her his shoulder. “It’s gotta be more comfortable than the glass.”

“Thanks.” Cassandra let her rest on his shoulder and exhaled a soft, relaxed breath. Enza’s house was almost an hour’s drive from their house, and her father hadn’t gone above forty miles an hour. The snow was falling so lightly it was almost invisible, but it still fell, and the roads were icing up, while on the radio Bing Crosby crooned about a white Christmas . . .

“Cass.” Her brother’s voice broke into her thoughts, and she startled. “Hey. We’re home.”

“Okay . . .” She rolled her head, stretching out her neck muscles. “How long did I sleep?”

“Maybe forty-five minutes,” Darren guessed.

“I am so ready for bed,” Joann yawned.

“Wait. Someone’s at the door,” her dad said. He stared out the windshield, face crinkled as he tried to see in the dark. “There’s someone there, on the porch.”

“What?” Joann said nervously, peering out the snowy window. “Are you sure?”

“Looks like it,” Roger said.

Darren pulled on his hat. “I’ll go look. You all stay here.”

“What are you, crazy?” Joann said. “We’re not letting you go out there!” She looked at her husband. “Should we call the police?”

“Why don’t we see who it is first,” he said. “Could be someone we know.”

Cassandra squinted, trying to see the stranger on their front steps. The twinkling white lights her father had hung revealed a shadowy figure . . . No. No way. Her breath caught and stuck. She could make out a distinct shape: a guitar was slung over the stranger’s back. “Oh my God. It’s Sean.”

“What?” Joann yelped. “How do you know?”

“His guitar,” Cassandra said, scrambling to pull on her hat and gloves.

“Oh, Good Lord,” Joann murmured.

“Are you sure that’s him?” Roger asked.

“Yeah.”

Before her parents could say another word, Cassandra exited the car and slammed the door behind her. Tiny snowflakes bit at her face, the cold wind and adrenaline rush combined waking her up completely. She trudged through the snow, up the driveway, to the front porch. Sure enough, under the awning, sitting in a chair, was Sean. He rose to stand as she made her way up the steps to face him, looking at her with a mixture of trepidation and hope.

“It is you,” she said, staring at him. Her breath came out in tiny white puffs.

“I had to see you,” he said quietly.

“How long have you been sitting out here?” she asked.

“Maybe an hour,” he shrugged. “I took the train from the city, then a cab from the station. I mean, I had your parents’ address, but no clue how to get here, so I let the taxi driver do it for me.”

“You’ve been sitting here for an hour?” she exclaimed. “In the snow? My God, Sean, you must be freezing!”

“I’m fine, love,” he said, but she saw how red and ruddy his fair cheeks were.

“Yeah, right. You—ugh, come inside,” she insisted, fumbling for her keys in her bag.

“Cassie,” he started earnestly.

“Wait, we’ll talk. But we have to get you warm first, my God . . .” She found her keys and opened the door, pulling him into the house. Then, she turned to the car and waved for her family to come too.

Sean placed his small black duffel bag and guitar case against the wall. They stood in the foyer and faced each other. Beads of moisture that had been snowflakes clung to his tousled hair, the dark gold stubble on his square jaw, his long eyelashes. He looked so sweet and so handsome in his wool peacoat, herringbone scarf, and thick knit hat that she wanted to grab his face and kiss him . . . but she quickly realized he was shivering and trying not to show it.

The rush of love that washed over her threatened to drown her. It was all she could do not to throw her arms around him. Instead, she shook her head at him and muttered, “You’re insane! You could have gotten frostbite out there!”

“Don’t care,” he said through slightly chattering teeth, his eyes bright. “I’d’ve waited all night for ya.”

Her nerves were like livewires, jangling and electric. “I’ll get you some whisky,” she said. “And a blanket. We’ll wrap you up in it, on the couch, and my dad will start a fire in the fireplace. We’ll get you warm, okay?”

But he grabbed her arms. “That all sounds fantastic. But Cassie . . .” He pulled her close, looked into her eyes, and said, “Listen to me. You can’t leave me. Please.”

“Sean—”

“I love you.” His deep blue eyes were intense as they seared into hers. “I love you more than anything in the world, Cassandra Baines. Ya hearin’ me?”

Her bones melted at the earnest tone of his voice. “I love you too,” she whispered.

His breath caught and his eyes searched hers. “I wasn’t sure anymore. I mean . . . Jaysus, ya wouldn’t answer me. Not a bloody word.”

“It’s been a crazy couple of days,” she told him, dodging. “Kara had the baby. On Saturday. I’ve been with her most of the time.”

“That’s great, I’m happy for her. But ya could’ve texted back,” he said softly. “You didn’t because ya didn’t want to.”

She sighed. “You’re right. I . . . well, I had a lot to think about.” She gave him a gentle look and touched his stubbled chin. “But the one thing I knew, have always known, is that I love you. That has never changed, and never will. I’m sorry I hurt you at the party, and I’m sorry I didn’t answer your texts.”

“It’s okay. We’re talkin’ now.” His still-gloved hands lifted to cup her face. “I love you so much. I’ve been a bloody wreck without ya.” He lowered his head to brush a tender kiss against her lips, sweet and intoxicating. Lingering, he sipped from her lips, savoring her. “We need to talk, we need to fix this . . .”

“Let’s just get you warmed up first, okay?”

The sound of footsteps and voices came behind them as her parents and brother entered the house. “What on earth were you thinking?” Joann chastised Sean as she walked in.

“That I needed to talk to your daughter.” He couldn’t help but grin, that lopsided grin that Cassandra adored. “It’s good to see you again, Mrs Baines. You’re lookin’ well. Happy Christmas.”

“Happy Christmas to you too. You’re a loon.” She shook her head at him, then said, “We brought home plenty of leftovers, are you hungry?”

“No, I’m fine, but thank you for asking. A drink would be good, though, gotta say.”

“We’ll get you one.” Cassandra’s dad strode across the room to shake his hand. “Been a long time. Merry Christmas, Sean.”

“Same to you, sir.”

Cassandra watched as Sean chatted briefly with her parents and her brother, as she tried to slow the racing of her heart. He’d come for her. He’d waited in the damn snow, in the dark and cold, on Christmas Eve, for her. Her heart felt ready to burst out of her chest.

“Why don’t we let them be alone,” Joann suggested. Darren scooped up some of the bags of food Enza had sent home with them and carried them off to the kitchen.

“Dad?” Cassandra asked. “First, can you build us a fire?”

Within a few minutes, Roger had flames dancing and crackling in the fireplace, Joann had made a pot of tea and brought out some of Bree and Enza’s pizzelle cookies, and Darren put a glass of Irish whisky in Sean’s still-cold hands.

“Thank you all so much,” Sean said. He sat on one end of the couch, Cassandra at the other, as he looked up to speak to her family. “Thank you for your hospitality, for not calling the police when ya saw some guy lurkin’ on your porch, and for lettin’ me warm up inside.”

“It’s the Christmas spirit,” Darren joked. “Well, I’m going up to bed. I know it’s early, but I’m wiped.” He dropped a kiss on his mother’s cheek, then shot Sean a look and asked, “See you in the morning, I guess?”

“I’ll go set up the guest room for you,” Joann said.

“Mom . . .” Cassandra said in a quiet but firm voice. “Not necessary. He’ll be staying with me, in my room.”

A momentary flicker of surprise skittered across Joann’s face. Sean’s eyes rounded and sparked. But Roger’s brows creased hard, making Darren snort and chuckle.

Cassandra rolled her eyes. “I’m almost thirty,” she said. “Give me a break, okay?”

Joann shrugged. “Okay.” She tugged on her husband’s sleeve. “Let’s go.”

But once Sean and Cassandra were finally alone in the living room, an awkward silence fell over them. She watched his eyes canvas the room, coming to rest on the tall Christmas tree that stood proudly in the corner.

“That’s a beautiful tree,” Sean said. “Your ma did all that?”

Cassandra nodded. “She decorates the inside of the house, Dad decorates the outside.”

“Well, they both did a beauty of a job. The place is all decked out like a Christmas picture postcard.” He looked around the room again and said, “I remember this house well.”

“You should. You were out here for dinner with me at least once a month.”

“And how we went to the beach in the summer, every other weekend. We had good times there.”

She nodded. “We did.” Her eyes roamed over him again. Unruly hair, gorgeous face, hot body in an ivory wool fisherman’s sweater and dark jeans. She wanted to crawl into his lap. Memories of when she had before swamped her. “We had a lot of good times together.”

“And I want to make more,” he said in a fierce whisper. “I love you, Cassie. I’ve been dyin’ for the past few days, thinkin’ I lost you again.”

“I’m sorry for that.” She stared down at her hands. “I just wasn’t ready to talk. I am now. I’m sorry for the past few days, Sean.”

“I can tell you are, so it’s all right . . .” He stared at her. “But what now?”

“Well . . . to start . . . if we’re going to be together,” she said quietly, “you can’t keep things from me. Stop being a martyr, and stop shielding me. If I’m going to be with you, I need to know there’s nothing you hide from me, even the not-so-pretty things.”

“I swear it, I won’t do that again. Besides, ya know it all now.” His eyes warmed. “And ya still love me anyway.”

“Of course I do,” she said. “I don’t want someone perfect. I don’t expect you to be perfect. I love you for who you are.”

“I get that now.” He grimaced and looked down into his glass. The bronze liquid shimmied as he turned it in his hands. “It took almost losing you again to realize . . . I’m sorry I pushed you away. It won’t happen again.”

“Good. I hope so. I’m trusting you.”

His eyes held hers. “Do ya, Cassie? Do ya trust me? Truly?”

“I do now.” She reached for his hands. “Because you’re a deeply good man. We’ve learned from our past, I think. We can do anything together. I’ve been thinking a lot these past few days. I was unfair to you. But I need you to understand what a leap of faith it was to start seeing you again. Why I flipped so fast the other night when things started going wrong. I was scared. You were absolutely right when you said I was running scared.” Her dark eyes pinned him. “But I’m not anymore. You’ve proved yourself to me that I could trust you again. I believe you’re truly sorry for the past. I know now that you did love me back then, even though you screwed it all up. And that our connection was real.”

“Of course it was real,” he blurted. “Ya can’t fake feelings like this.” He gestured between them with his hand.

“I agree.” Her fingers continued their gentle exploration, tracing along his jaw, his lips, and he grew still. “We found each other again. So . . .” She drew a deep breath and her voice dropped, turning quiet and solemn. “I’m here. I’m in this. We love each other. We want to be together. I want to move forward with you, not stay stuck in the past.” Her hand raised to touch his cheek. “So I am. I’m done with holding on to that. Because we’re moving forward now, and I believe you won’t do anything like that again. I believe in you, Sean. In us.” Her hand stilled and her voice thickened as she revealed, “I’m taking the leap of faith. I’m choosing it. I choose us.”

His eyes widened, then liquefied as he leaned into her palm, nuzzling it. “I believe in us too.” He leaned in to kiss her lips, a feather’s touch. “A leap of faith . . . sounds like a Christmas kind of thing.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” she smiled.

Sean caressed Cassie’s hair, her face, unable to believe the waves of emotion that were cresting through him. “I love you. So much.”

“Then kiss me,” she smiled sweetly.

He drew her into his arms, but then, sooner than he really wanted to, he pulled back. “Wait here a second, all right?” Clearing his throat, he stood and walked out of the room, returning with his guitar and his duffel bag. “I have a few things for you, love. Didn’t think I’d come all this way on Christmas Eve without a gift or two, did ya?”

He retook his seat at the end of the sofa, then pulled his acoustic guitar from its black fabric case and onto his lap. “Well . . .” He plucked a few strings, doing a quick tuning. “Okaaay. Right. This is first.” He smiled at her as he started to play softly.

Cassandra immediately recognized the song; her breath stuck in her lungs and her throat sealed up. Sean started singing, a slow, sweet version of All I Want for Christmas. It had always been her favorite Christmas song. She’d even sung along with it for him, their first Christmas together, dressed in a red nightie she’d bought just for him. When the song was over, he’d peeled her out of it and they’d made love for the first time.

For the years since, she’d always thought of him when she’d heard the song and it had made her heart squeeze. But tonight the lyrics seemed more poignant than ever before. His smooth tenor voice caressed the notes, his melodious playing was perfect . . . her eyes filled with tears as he serenaded her with this most special song. His singing it to her was a Christmas gift, the most heartfelt one he could have given her.

“Make my wish come true,” he sang, looking right into her eyes. “All I want for Christmas . . . is you.”

Tears slid down her face, tears of joy and love and the relief of knowing faith and forgiveness at last. They were meant to be. They were soul mates. She’d taken a leap of faith, and the Universe had answered her with a resounding affirmation.

When the song was over, she took the guitar from his hands and placed it gently on the floor beside him. “That was wonderful,” she whispered, wiping her cheeks dry. “Thank you so much for that.”

“I’m glad you liked it.” He kissed her lips with gentle tenderness. “And it’s true. All I want for Christmas is you, Cassielove.”

“Me too.”

“I’m here. I’m still a bit cold, but I’m here.”

She hiccupped a watery giggle. “Come here and let me warm you up then.” She straddled his lap, her legs sliding around his hips and her arms cradling his shoulders as she smiled down at him. His hands ran up her thighs, then her back, as her fingers tangled in his hair and they kissed.

“Happy Christmas, love,” he whispered against her lips.

“Mmmm. Merry Christmas.” But then he pulled away. Cassandra stretched out on the sofa as she watched him burrow through his duffel bag. “What’s so important?” she teased. “What’s more important than loving me senseless, Irish?”

“This.” He cleared his throat and ran his hands through his hair before turning back to her. Already on the floor, on his knees, he moved to her side . . . and watched her eyes fly wide as he held out the small black box.

“Oh Sean,” she whispered. New tears welled in her eyes as she stared at him.

“I loved ya so much I think the Universe conspired to bring you back to me. In time for Christmas. So I could echo the things I said to ya on Christmas night eight years ago . . .” He held her free hand with his free hand and repeated some of the words he’d uttered that fateful night. “I love you, Cassandra Lynn Baines. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and stand proudly by your side. I want to make your world half as bright as you’ve made mine. You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved. Do me the honor and marry me.”

“Yes,” she whispered in a rush of heat, her dark eyes shining. “Yes, Sean, I’ll marry you. I love you so much.”

Smiling, he slipped the engagement ring onto her finger and whispered, “Le chéile go deo, Cassie. Together forever.”

The End


Christmas in New York series

If you enjoyed All I Want for Christmas, you’ll love the other stories from the Christmas in New York series!


This Christmas by Jeannie Moon

Buy now!

Goodness and Light by Patty Blount

Buy now!

A Light in the Window by Jolyse Barnett Buy now!



About the Author

[image: Author]

Jennifer Gracen hails from Long Island, New York, where she lives with her two sons. After spending her youth writing in private and singing in public, she now only sings in her car and is immersed in her passion for writing. She loves to write contemporary romance for readers who look for authentic characters and satisfying endings. When she isn’t with her kids, doing freelance proofreading, or chatting on Twitter and Facebook, Jennifer writes. She’s already hard at work on her next book. Jennifer is a member of the Romance Writers of America and is active in the Long Island Romance Writers, as well as being a member of CTRWA.

For the latest news from Tule Publishing, check out our website at www.tulepublishing.com and sign up for our newsletter here!

images/cover.jpg





nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright Page


    		Acknowledgements


    		Dedication


    		Chapter One


    		Chapter Two


    		Chapter Three


    		Chapter Four


    		Chapter Five


    		Chapter Six


    		Chapter Seven


    		Chapter Eight


    		Chapter Nine


    		Chapter Ten


    		Chapter Eleven


    		Chapter Twelve


    		Christmas in New York series


    		About the Author


  





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





