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To the people of Long Beach, Lido Beach, Point Lookout, and the other South Shore beach towns of Long Island, NY that were devastated by Hurricane Sandy. It was one of the darker times, but everyone banded together and has (mostly) recovered. Because Long Island is Strong Island, and New Yorkers are fierce, resilient, and amazing.
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The sun seemed brighter here. Gavin McKinnon had been to beaches before, of course, and seen the ocean with his own eyes. Ireland had gorgeous coastlines to boast of, and he’d been to beaches in several countries over his twenty-nine years. But the way the sunlight reflected off the soft beige sand and churning, dark blue-grey Atlantic here in Long Beach, New York… he felt almost blinded by it. Squinting even behind dark sunglasses, he tipped his head back to breathe in the thick, salty air. Breezes caressed his skin as warm water rushed up over his bare feet before flowing back out, wave after wave. It was wonderful. After over six hours on a plane, then getting through the sticky heat and chaos of Kennedy Airport, standing on the beach and watching the sunlight glimmer off the waves, felt like paradise.

“Seen enough yet?” came his younger sister’s voice beside him.

“You kiddin’?” He flicked a glance and a grin her way. “I could take in this view for hours, Anna.”

“Well, yeah, but it’s already been fifteen minutes. And your precious Irish skin is gonna burn to a crisp quick if we don’t get ya some sunscreen, trust me.” She ran her fingers through her bob-length hair. When she’d picked him up at the airport, Gavin had been mildly surprised to see she’d dyed the ends of her blonde hair a loud shade of blue, but Anna had always done things like that. She grinned back at him now. “And if you want to have dinner with me before my shift, we should get goin’, or you’ll be eating by yourself.”

Gavin chuckled. “You’re as impatient as ever.” His arm wrapped around her shoulders to pull her in for a hug. “It’s bloody good to see ya, Annie.”

“It’s good to see you, too,” she said into his shoulder. She pulled back and smiled. “C’mon, then. You’ve got to be hungry.”

“Starved, actually.” He admitted. His stomach gave a fierce rumble as if on cue. “Let’s go.”

Turning their backs to the ocean, they ambled up the beach. Gavin took in everything around him—the sounds of the waves crashing, seagulls squawking and swooping overhead, bits of voices from beachgoers taking in the late afternoon sun… how soft and warm the sand felt between his toes. His daily life in the city seemed a million miles away. He couldn’t be happier. That was exactly what he’d wanted.

When he and Anna got to the where the beach ended and the street began, they brushed the sand from their feet, slipped their flip-flops back on, and began to walk. Anna lived in New York City, but was spending her summer bartending on Long Island. She’d done it last summer and had a blast, so she was doing it again. Through a friend, she’d found a room to rent in a beach house along with a few other single friends from Memorial Day to Labor Day. She’d told him Long Beach was a big beach town, and that she lived down in the West End; the “fun part of town”. Gavin could see why as they walked up West Beech Street. Crowded with restaurants, bars, shops, and houses, it was bustling with activity. There were young and old, mothers pushing strollers, people walking dogs and bicyclists whooshing by… a vibrant seaside community with the casual vibe that beach lovers worldwide seemed to share.

“This is great,” Gavin remarked. “No wonder you like spending the summer here. You must have a great time.”

“I do,” Anna grinned. “That first time I came out to hang with Wren, I thought, ‘Why can’t I be here? New York City in the summer is a pisshole!’ So I made it happen.”

“Never let it be said that we McKinnons aren’t resourceful,” Gavin said. “Good for you. And Sean’s fine with it?”

“Aye, the traffic in the bar over the summer is lighter anyway,” she said. “He didn’t even need to replace me.” She grinned again. “He can’t wait to see ya.”

“And I him,” Gavin said. He’d last seen his older brother at his wedding in October. Sean and Cassandra had married in a huge, lavish affair at an estate somewhere further east on Long Island. They now lived happily in an apartment near Washington Square Park, deeply in love with each other and with New York City. Before the wedding, it’d been almost two years since he’d seen Sean. “When are we seeing them, anyway?” Gavin asked, dodging around a group of teenagers laughing loudly as they walked.

“Monday,” Anna said. “Sean and Cassandra are coming out here for our big Fourth of July bash. You got here in time for the big holiday weekend, remember?”

“It’s only Thursday,” Gavin pointed out.

“Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Anna said with a snarky grin. “No kidding. But it’s a big holiday weekend here. It pretty much starts tonight. People go away for the long weekend, etcetera. Especially this year, since the fourth actually falls on a Monday. Manhattan’ll be a ghost town.” She grasped Gavin’s arm and linked it through hers as they walked. “They’re going out east tomorrow, gonna spend most of the weekend out in the Hamptons with Cassandra’s family and friends, then come here to us on Monday. They’ll be here ’round noon.” She smiled and bumped her hip against his. “I’ve got it all worked out, don’t ya worry.”

“Aye, I’m sure you do.” Gavin wiped sweat from his forehead. He wasn’t used to this kind of hot weather. He suspected Anna was right, and he’d be sunburned in no time if he wasn’t careful, but he’d be damned to admit she was right out loud. If he did, he’d never hear the end of it.

She stopped in front of a huge place in what seemed to be smack in the middle of all the activity. “This is it,” she said, sweeping a hand towards the white and wood building. A big brass sign over the wide doors announced THE EAGLE’S NEST. “C’mon in to the Nest, my summer home.”

Gavin was grateful for the burst of air conditioning that washed over them as they went inside. High ceilings, polished wood floors, brass railings, lots of windows. He liked it, it wasn’t dingy.

“Bar is to the left,” Anna said over the pop music playing. “Restaurant is to the right. We’ll go have dinner in a minute, but let’s say hi to Wren.” She pulled him through the door on the left, and the music got even louder. The bar was mostly empty, with only a few patrons sitting inside. As if reading his mind, Anna said, “It’s empty now ’cause it’s dinner hour, but by eight, it’ll start gettin’ crowded. By ten, it’ll be packed.”

“That’s why you work the night shifts, then,” Gavin surmised. “More people, more money.”

“You bet your arse,” Anna nodded. “HI!” she shouted merrily to a tall girl behind the bar with purple hair. Purple Hair Girl squealed in delight.

“This is him?” She rushed from behind the bar to get to them. Her pixie haircut was a bright shade of purple, and she wore it well. Her long, skinny frame was dressed in a tight, black tank top and black and white striped leggings. Light glinted off a tiny stud in her nose, similar to Anna’s. Her brown eyes went as wide as her smile as she hugged Anna in greeting. Then, quick as a flash, she threw herself at him and hugged him also, almost knocking the wind out of him. “I’m Wren, it’s so nice to meet you! Anna’s been so excited for you to come visit.” The New York accent was strong. She openly looked him up and down, in what seemed to be approval. “Damn, you McKinnons have good genes. Yet another gorgeous, blue-eyed hottie.” Looking to Anna, Wren asked, “How many brothers do you have, again? And are they all hot? Jeez.”

“She has no shame,” Anna said to him before answering Wren with, “Four brothers, m’dear. Three older, one younger.”

“Not to mention three more sisters. Big family.” Gavin grinned at Anna’s gregarious friend. “Nice to meet you.”

“You have a good flight?” Wren asked him.

“Aye, it was fine, just long,” he said. He took off his silver-rimmed glasses and cleaned the lenses with the edge of his T-shirt. “Anna just took me for a stroll on the beach to unwind. Now I’m ready for a beer and some supper.”

Wren blinked at him, staring, before saying, “That Irish accent is going to kill me. Oh. My. God. So hot!”

Gavin laughed and put his glasses back on.

“What, my accent’s not as sexy?” Anna joked.

“Sure it is, darling,” Wren said. “But you’re not my type.” She quirked a thin brow at Gavin and said, “Between that face, that accent, and you’re a doctor? Holy hell, you’ll have girls jumping into your lap by sundown. Careful, baby.”

Anna snorted out a laugh, but Gavin merely shoved his hands into his pockets.

“Leave him be,” Anna said. “Gavin’s kinda reserved. Take it easy on him.”

“I’m fine, Anna.” Gavin scrubbed his hand over his already stubble-coated chin. “Well, Wren. I can already see you and Anna together are probably a world of trouble. I’ll buckle up.”

Both women laughed wickedly, only confirming his suspicion.

Fifteen minutes later, Gavin and Anna were sitting in a booth by the window of the restaurant, sharing a plate of mozzarella sticks. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until the food had come; he’d eaten three in about a minute. And he’d sucked down a whole glass of water before ordering a beer so he wouldn’t get dehydrated. The last thing he needed was to pass out in a bar on his first day there, but damn he was tired. “Wren’s interesting.”

“She’s a fireball. But with a heart of gold,” Anna said. “We met at FIT, my first semester. Then we both left the program at the same time last year.” She dipped another stick of fried cheese into a little cup of marinara sauce, practically drowning the thing, then flicked a glance at the clock on the wall. “Toni and Joe should get here soon. They’re both lovely. After they get home from work, they’ll come down here. And we’ll all have some fun tonight, officially welcoming you to New York.”

Gavin knew that Toni and Joe, along with Anna and Wren, would be his housemates for the next four weeks. When he’d told Anna back in January that he was thinking of taking part of his summer holiday on a beach somewhere, she’d launched into a campaign for his coming to Long Island and staying with her. By March, Anna found out their friend Gary wasn’t coming back this summer, leaving them with an empty room. Once he did the math, it made sense for him to take her up on the idea.

For his month-long stay, he’d have that room in the house and pay thousands less than if he’d stayed at a hotel. And be able to go into New York City whenever he wanted, only a short train ride away. Sean was in the city, Anna would be around, her house was practically sitting on the beach… but his brother and sister would both be working, so he’d also have space and time to himself. His small apartment in Blanchardstown, his job in Dublin, his bad memories of his ex, and everything else he’d left behind seemed light years away now.

Not a bad way to spend a long holiday. Not at all.

“Gavvy!” Anna squealed suddenly. With a little bounce in her seat, she grasped her brother’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m so glad you’re here! I really am.” She kissed his cheek, then bit into her mozzarella stick with gusto.

“I’m glad I’m here, too.” He smiled back. “It’s goin’ to be a good month.”
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Toni Westmore sighed with relief as she entered the living room and dropped her leather messenger bag beside the long couch. It’d been a brutally long day at work, she was hot, she was hungry, her feet hurt from her stupid stilettos, and she desperately wanted a shower. The group text from Anna, around five, said her brother made it in and was with her at the bar; at six came a text from Joe, saying he’d gotten off work early and would head over there with a few of his friends. Well, she’d had to stay at work longer than she’d planned. Paloma and Sven, the haughty owners of the art gallery she worked in, hadn’t been happy that she was taking off a few days around the holiday weekend, and had burdened her with tedium to take care of before she left. Between their higher-than-thou attitudes, the obnoxious patrons, and the monotony of her actual duties, she hated her job a little more with each passing week. When she’d graduated from Georgetown with her degree in art history, this wasn’t how she’d thought she’d spend her days. She huffed out a sigh of exhaustion. At least, for the next five days, she wouldn’t have to make the trek all the way down to SoHo to be little more than a glorified errand girl.

The clock on her phone showed it was almost eight o’clock already. “Damn,” she muttered. At this rate, she wouldn’t make it down to the Nest until about nine, and she’d hoped to be there already. Like, an hour ago. Rummaging through the fridge, she found the container of egg salad she’d bought the day before. She scooped some onto a whole wheat wrap, got a glass of ice water, and sank into a chair at the kitchen table with a grateful sigh. It felt good to sit down, and to have quiet. She wished she had time for a nap, but if she did, she’d likely sleep right through and miss the whole night.

Her mind wandered as she ate, going over some of the more frustrating scenes from work that day, and remembering the terse guilt trip of a phone call from her mother after lunch. “We expect to see you at some point this weekend, Toni. We’re having a family barbecue on Sunday. Come over then. No, that’s not a command, it’s a request. What, you can’t squeeze in some time with your family? Your social calendar is that booked up?”

Toni was twenty-eight, and her mother still tried to rule her life. The more autonomy Toni exerted, the more her mother tried to pull her back under her thumb. It was exhausting.

“Fun,” Toni announced to the empty room. “This weekend—this summer—I’m going to have some fun, dammit. I am way overdue.” She raised her glass in a toast to herself and drank down some water.

The front door opened and closed, and she felt a twinge. No one was supposed to be home now; they were all down at the bar. “Hello?” she called out, a bit nervous.

“Hello,” an unfamiliar voice called back, deep and male.

A chill skittered over her skin. She grabbed the steak knife she’d used to cut the wrap in half, held it behind her back, and edged forward with caution. When a tall man appeared before her in the arch between the kitchen and living room, she gasped and tightened her grip on the knife.

He smiled amiably and said, “Are you Toni? I’m Gavin, Anna’s brother.”

His Irish accent and bright blue eyes, so similar to Anna’s, convinced her of that in a heartbeat. Knowing he was arriving today, Toni exhaled in relief. “Oh, thank God.” She lowered her hand from behind her back and put the knife on the nearby counter. “Don’t need this, then.”

Gavin’s eyes widened. “Ehm… a knife? What were ya goin’ to do with that?”

“I didn’t know who was in the house!” she exclaimed. “No one’s supposed to be here, and I didn’t recognize your voice.”

“Ah, hell. I’m so sorry, didn’t mean to scare ya.” He held up his hands in surrender and smiled again, a disarmingly sweet smile that made Toni’s heart do a little fluttery thing. “I mean no harm, I swear.”

“That’s what they all say,” she joked darkly. She took a deep, cleansing breath and held out a hand. “Do over. Hi, Gavin, it’s nice to meet you! I’m Toni Westmore.”

His smile grew wider as he shook her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Toni. Gavin McKinnon, your guest for the next four weeks.”

“You’re not a guest, you’re a housemate. Everything here is yours, too.” Now that she had a good look at him, it hit her how attractive he was. Whoa. Seriously attractive. Tall, lean, with short, dark blond hair, a killer smile, and unbelievably blue eyes behind those glasses. The glasses made him look like a stereotypical hot college professor. She blinked, willing herself to stop zoning out on him like a fool. “I just wolfed down some dinner,” she said, gesturing towards the table. “I only got home from work a little while ago.” She glanced down at herself; the fitted dress looked nice but wasn’t very comfortable. “I haven’t even changed out of my work clothes yet. As you can see.”

He only nodded, his eyes traveling over her in quick appraisal.

“I know I’m supposed to meet everyone down at the Nest,” she continued, “but the truth is, I’m wiped. I just don’t feel like going. The couch is calling me.”

“I hear ya,” Gavin said. “I’ve been down there the past few hours. Had dinner with Anna before she started her shift, met Wren and Joe. It was good. But I think I’m a bit jetlagged, because I’m just wrung out. So I begged off, left, and came back here.”

“Well, Ireland’s what, five hours ahead?” Only then did she notice how tired his eyes looked. She’d been too distracted by the whole package of handsome.

“Aye. There’s that too. It’s really…” He glanced at his watch. “One AM for me.”

“Well, I’m going to text your sister and tell her I’m staying home, then,” Toni said. “In fact… I’m going to take a quick shower, then park my ass on the couch, have a drink or two, and veg out with a movie. Would you like to join me?”

“Sounds great,” he said. He tried to suppress a yawn and failed. “Of course, I might fall asleep on ya midway through. Bloody hell, I’m tired.”

“Then you take the couch, and I’ll take the loveseat,” Toni grinned.
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Gavin watched her cross to the fridge, then bend over to look inside. Her muffled voice floated over her back as she asked him, “Want a beer, soda, what? Name it.”

His gaze was glued to her shapely arse, but he managed to say, “Just cold water would be good, thanks.”

She straightened, a bottle of Corona in one hand and a bottle of water in the other, which she handed to him. Like when he’d shaken her hand, when his fingers brushed hers, he felt a jolt. She turned away to look for the bottle opener, totally unaware of how his body was reacting to her.

Something buzzed through him as his eyes roamed over her deliciously curvy figure, clad in an elegant pale green dress. It was fitted, sleeveless, with what he thought was called a halter neck, and the color brought out the green in her hazel eyes. His ex-girlfriend had been short, skinny, with no soft curves for him to get lost in. Not like Toni had. In comparison, Toni was downright luscious. She had big, full breasts, God bless her, and he couldn’t deny his eyes were drawn right to them, wondering what they’d feel like. Her hair was long, dark, and curly, unlike the straight, fine blonde hair his ex had… physically, this woman was the exact opposite of Siobhan.

Maybe that was why he was having such an immediate, visceral reaction to her? Or maybe he was just exhausted, and she was striking, and he’d been alone for almost a year? All he knew was, just looking at her had his brain kind of fuzzy and urgent heat unfurling in his belly, making him feel like no woman had in a long time.

And she’d be his housemate for the next month. And was a friend of his sister’s. Great, just bloody great. He chugged back a hard swallow of water, welcoming the cold slide of it down his throat. Toni was saying something as he followed her into the living room, but his heartbeat was roaring in his ears. In something of a daze, he sank down onto the couch.

“Here.” Toni handed him the remote control. “I’m going to take a fast shower. When I come down, we’ll find something to watch that we both like. Okay?”

He nodded and shot her a grin. She grinned back before turning to walk up the stairs to her room.

Bloody hell. Now he had images of her in the shower flooding his brain. That sweetly feminine body, naked, wet… his shorts felt too tight; he shifted uncomfortably and drank more water.

The gods were cruel. He hadn’t been this immediately, insanely attracted to a woman in how long? And she may as well have been wearing a neon sign that flashed: OFF LIMITS.


Chapter Two
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When Toni came back down the stairs, she stopped midway. The flat screen flickered with a soccer game—no, it was European soccer, so that made it football—and she could see the back of Gavin’s head above the back of the couch.

He was swoonworthy.

Yes, handsome, of course that. But she sensed strength beneath his quiet exterior, and at the same time, he was charming. In the right way—genuinely, without trying. She was used to dealing with European men who tried to be charming, but were just smarmy. Or worse, plain sleazy. They came into the gallery all the time, looking at the artwork from down their noses, walking around like they owned the place, owned the world. They talked to her either like she was dirt on their shoes, or like she was for sale along with the pieces on the walls. Sometimes, they hit on her without a shred of shame. More than one had grabbed her ass when her bosses weren’t in the room. Unfortunately, with a few exceptions, the elite European men she’d been exposed to the last few years were unlikeable at best, downright vile at worst.

Staring at the back of Gavin’s head now, she realized that maybe she’d already judged him before he ever walked through the door. Yes, she’d met Anna’s other brother, Sean, who was also gorgeous and charming, genuine and open. Toni liked him; it was hard not to. But he had a rougher edge. Anna had described Gavin as being the strong and silent type, super smart, and he was a doctor. A doctor, for Pete’s sake!

So, she hadn’t expected him to be so… nice. She’d figured he’d be pretentious, like the Eurotrash douchebags she often fended off at the gallery. Gavin wasn’t like those men, she knew that instinctively. She’d prejudged him unfairly.

And she’d come at him with a knife, more or less. Wonderful first impression.

She smoothed her hands over the pink cotton tank dress she’d pulled on. It was one of the most comfortable things she owned, simple, perfect for channel surfing. But now, shaking her head, she huffed out a sigh. She was a little mad at herself. She felt like she owed Gavin an apology for some reason, even though he’d done nothing.

With a bright smile, she said, “Sorry if I took too long.” She came around the couch, then stopped in her tracks. Gavin was sitting up, yes—and fast asleep.

“Poor guy,” she murmured. He’d said he was tired, and he obviously hadn’t been exaggerating. Should she leave him there, let him sleep? No, he needed a really good night’s sleep, in a bed, by himself.

Toni went up to his room, the small one at the opposite end of the hall from hers. Anna had scrubbed it before her brother’s arrival. She’d also made the bed, so it was ready for him. He hadn’t unpacked yet, it seemed; his suitcase stood by the one dresser, and none of his things were out anywhere. Well, he had a ready bed. That was what mattered.

Toni went back downstairs and sat on the couch beside him, careful not to jostle him. His lips were parted in sleep, his deep breathing slow and steady. He hadn’t even taken off his glasses; she figured he must have just passed out watching the game.

“Gavin?” She said his name softly, meant to wake him without startling him.

He didn’t move a muscle. He was really out. Her gaze floated over him. His pin straight hair was short, neatly cut, and the stubble along his strong jaw was the same shade of dark gold. But his lashes were darker, and long. Why did the men always get such fabulous lashes? It wasn’t fair. She leaned in to examine his face better, since she could. Those cheekbones… those sensual lips… very nice indeed.

From his khaki shorts, his long legs stretched out in front of him, pale and lightly dusted with dark blond hair. But his arms were smooth… there were slightly defined muscles in those biceps… Toni suddenly had an urge to peek under his red T-shirt and find out if his chest was smooth or hairy, muscled or not. Heat rose in her cheeks that she’d even had that impulse. You just met this guy! Jeez, down, girl! she thought. She hadn’t been with anyone in about six months… her hormones were just getting the best of her, that was all. It wasn’t hard to explain or justify; Gavin McKinnon was an extremely attractive man.

Who was staying in her house for a month.

Toni sat back and stared at him, because she could. She knew he didn’t have a girlfriend, Anna had told her so. So he was good looking, smart, and single. And temporary. He’d only be there for a month. Hmmm…

Enough of this. Get a grip. She reached over and tried to remove his glasses as carefully as she could, without waking him.

But he stirred, groaning as his heavy lids opened halfway. “What the…?”

“Shhh,” Toni whispered. “You fell asleep on the couch. C’mon, I’ll help you up the stairs. You need to go to bed.”

“Huh?”

“Up to bed. You. Let’s go.”

He nodded, still half asleep and out of it. “Right. ’Kay…” Slowly, he rose, weaving a bit.

She stood quickly to support him, banding her arm around his waist. His lean frame was taut, rock solid. Doctor Hottie obviously spent some time in the gym.

“C’mon, you,” she said, moving him towards the stairs.

His arm went around her shoulders. “Thank you, Toni,” he yawned. He rubbed his face. “Jaysus, I’m wrecked.”

“You’re exhausted,” she replied, charmed.

He was adorable when he was sleepy. She supported him as they walked together up the stairs, then led him down the hall to his room. Lowering him to the bed, she placed his glasses on the nightstand. He was asleep before his head hit the pillow. She pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and put it next to his glasses, then covered him with the light blanket and closed the door behind her.
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Sunlight sliced through the plastic venetian blinds, warming and brightening the white walls of the room. Gavin’s eyes opened slowly. Disoriented for a few seconds, he looked around. When his eyes set on his suitcase beside the dresser, he remembered he was in New York, on Long Island, in Anna’s house, by the beach… and his eyes drifted shut again.

When he opened them next, the room seemed even brighter than before. He realized he’d fallen back to sleep and reached for his phone on the night stand. Ten minutes past eleven? Bloody hell, he never slept that late, or for that many hours. He scrubbed his hands over his face to wake up more, shocked that he’d slept like that. The travel must have caught up with him, and his body had needed the rest. He yawned, stretched his arms over his head, and sat up. He felt good. Well rested and comfortable. All he needed was a shower, a shave, and to brush his teeth, and he’d be fully human.

Getting out of bed, he went to the window to peer out. He had a decent view; the house was half a block from the beginning of the beach, and he could see a sliver of the beige sand and dark ocean past the rooftops of neighboring houses. Blue, sunny skies… he couldn’t wait to get outside. All he wanted to was to eat something and get out there to be near the ocean all day.

It was only when he threw back the covers and sat up that he realized he was still in his clothes from the night before. “How the hell…?” He glanced at his glasses on the night stand and images came back to him—Toni talking to him, walking him up the stairs to his room, helping him to his bed. He’d been like a zombie, shuffling along in a daze. He was grateful to her.

Toni. A beautiful woman. And kind, too. Lethal combination.

The corners of his mouth lifted at the thought of her. They’d spoken for only a few minutes, but by the way his morning erection throbbed as he thought about her, he couldn’t deny how attracted to her he was. That could be a problem.

He hadn’t had sex since the last time he’d been with Siobhan, and she’d dumped him eight and a half months ago. Christ, he was going to implode from need at some point. And Toni… she was a delicious temptation, but he couldn’t very well pursue her. Housemates. Sister’s friend. Off limits.

Bloody hell, he needed that shower right now, and for it to be ice cold.

He rummaged through his suitcase for his travel kit and bath towel. But at the door, he stopped to listen; there was silence. Perhaps everyone else in the house was probably either still sleeping or already up and out. Toni had said it was odd for the house to be empty, so he wondered if anyone was home or not.

He left his room, remembering that there was a half bathroom on the first floor, but the only one with a shower was located in the middle of the second floor. The door was closed. As he raised his hand to knock, the door flew open and Toni barreled into him. Her hands splayed on his chest to keep them both from swaying; his hands lifted to steady her shoulders, even full with a towel in one and travel kit in the other.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was just—”

“You’re up! Good morning.” Her face was only inches away from his, makeup free and naturally beautiful. Her long, curly hair was wet as it tumbled down her back, and all she wore was a huge purple and blue towel, wrapped tightly around her.

She’s naked under that towel. That one thought made his mouth go dry and his heart skip a beat before firing up and taking speed. Her warm hazel eyes, fringed by dark lashes, held him as if under a spell… her skin was soft and smooth, and he wanted to let his hands roam over her, to explore her… Christ, she was pure beauty. His whole body tensed with desire.

For a long beat, their eyes locked, and heat rushed through his veins. Inexplicable but undeniable need. An actual pull. It was almost a tangible thing…

She blinked and stepped back, but slowly. “Sleep well?” she asked.

His hands dropped from her shoulders. “Aye, I did, thanks.”

“Oh, good. You obviously needed it.”

“True. I haven’t slept this late in a long time.” He cleared his throat, composing himself. “You helped me upstairs, right? I vaguely remember it…”

“You were like the walking dead,” she said, her mouth quirking up in a grin. “But I managed to get your glasses off and your phone out of your pocket.”

“Thank you for that. Very kind of ya.”

“Pffft, don’t be silly.” She waved her hand dismissively. “I’m going to get dressed, then make some breakfast. Want an omelet? Might be done by the time you get downstairs.”

“That sounds fantastic,” he said, his stomach rumbling suddenly at the mention of food.

“You got it.”

As he watched her go, eyes glued to her figure wrapped in that towel, his heart slammed around in his chest. Wet curls, bare shoulders, toned legs, perfectly round bottom… “Bloody hell,” he whispered to himself, then went into the bathroom, closing the door behind him and leaning against it. “Right. Cold shower, comin’ right up.”
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Toni dressed quickly, pulling a turquoise tank dress over her pink and white bikini, her mind buzzing with thoughts of the hot Irishman she’d slammed into coming out of the bathroom. There had been a moment when their eyes locked, when they’d kind of been in each other’s arms that had been positively electric. She’d felt the jolt, anyway. She wondered if he had too, or it was just wishful thinking on her part. Those brilliant blue eyes of his… the deep, sure voice, with that Irish accent… God, they drew her in.

Maybe she should stay away from him.

This sudden but very real pull she felt was unnerving. She’d just met him. He was only there for a few weeks, then he’d go back to Ireland. Best to leave him be as much as possible and just be friendly, but detached… if she could.

She could. Sure she could, dammit. With new determination, she all but stomped down the stairs.

The only one in the kitchen was Anna, sitting at the table and sipping from a mug the size of a soup bowl. “Mornin’,” she smiled.

“You’re never up before noon on a weekend,” Toni said. “You feeling okay?”

Anna chuckled. “You’re not wrong. But with Gavin here, and it’s his first full day and all, I wanted to be around.” She lifted the huge mug with both hands and took another sip. “Besides, this coffee is helpin’ quite a bit. I’m feeling it already.”

“Did someone say coffee?” Gavin asked as he entered the kitchen with a smile.

Toni’s stomach did that little flip again. Whenever she looked at him, the butterflies started to dance. His dark blond hair was a shade darker, still damp from his shower. Noticing he’d shaved, she wanted to run her fingertips along his smooth, handsome face, trace around his sensual mouth. His tall, lean body appealed to her, even clad in just blue board shorts and a simple white T-shirt. Since he’d just showered, she bet if she got closer, he’d smell so good…

Ohhh boy, this was so not good.

She watched him as he poured two cups of coffee and chatted with his sister. Toni knew they hadn’t seen each other in a long time, but they bantered easily, as if no time had passed. She admired that; she and her sister could barely be in the same room for ten minutes before the bickering started.

“Toni?” Gavin held out a cup of coffee to her. “Thought you might want some.”

“I do. Thank you.” She took it from him, drank, blessed the caffeine gods in her head, then set it on the table before announcing, “I’m going to make breakfast for all of us. Omelets and toast, okay?”

“That’d be lovely,” Anna said.

“Sounds fantastic, thanks,” Gavin concurred as he sat at the small rectangular table. “D’ya need any help?”

“No, no, you sit. I’d like to do this for you guys.” Toni smiled at them and set to her task. “Are Wren and Joe home? Trying to figure how much I should make.”

“Wren went home with Billy last night,” Anna said, “and Joe’s still sleepin’. He was totally trousered by the time we got home around three AM, so I wouldn’t count on seeing him for a while.”

“Okay. Breakfast for three, then, coming right up.” Toni grabbed a pan from the overhead cabinet.

“So, Gavvy,” Anna said to her brother. “What would you like to do today?”

“Lots of nothing,” he said on a relaxed exhale. “Sit on the beach, stare at the ocean, eat at some point, take a walk, have some beers. That’s really all.”

“Sounds perfect to me,” Toni remarked.

“Aye, if he’s got an umbrella and a tub of sunscreen,” Anna said. “You be careful, Gavin, or your skin will burn to a crisp. I’m not kiddin’, ya hear me?”

“Awright, hen, I hear ya.” He teased.

Anna smacked his arm and he laughed, making Toni laugh too as she broke eggs into a bowl.

“Call me hen, will ya,” Anna groused.

“You sound like Ma!” Gavin said, shaking his head. “Ya think I don’t know I’ll burn? Like I’ve never been on a beach before. Chrissakes.”

“Well, the sun’s strong here. Don’t you remember what happened when ya went to Greece on holiday?” Anna said. “Sun poisoning, if I recall correctly?”

“Aye.” He nodded, but the grin slid off his face. “That was my first big holiday trip with Siobhan. Quite memorable, for several reasons…”

“Ah, shit.” Anna winced. “Didn’t mean to bring her up, Gavvy. Sorry.”

“No worries.” He shrugged and sipped his coffee.

Toni took in Gavin’s sudden mood change and surmised Siobhan was an ex.

“You ever hear from her?” Anna asked him.

“Nah.” He set his mug down, then sat back in his chair and stretched his legs in front of him. “Not since the day she came and got her things. No emails, no nothin’. Better that way.”

“Trash,” Anna said, shaking her head.

“Heard through mutual friends,” Gavin said, “that now she’s got herself a new boyfriend. Power to her.”

“But you’ve dated since you broke up,” Anna said. “Haven’t ya?”

His cheeks flushed a little and he looked down into his cup, as if something interesting was in there. “Nah. And work keeps me busy, so…” He shrugged again.

“She never deserved ya,” Anna growled. “Selfish, nasty bird.”

Gavin waved her off and took another sip of his coffee.

“She didn’t,” Anna pressed. “I say good riddance. You’re good to be rid of her.”

Then Gavin said, so quietly Toni almost didn’t hear him, “I didn’t get rid of her, Anna. She got rid of me.”

Toni’s heart did a little squeeze at his somber tone and his soft-spoken words.

“Which shows she’s a flat out tool,” Anna spat. “Well. We won’t talk about her again. You’re a free man, you’re on holiday for a whole month… you know what? It’s long past time for you to get out there again. I’m gonna find ya someone drop-dead gorgeous, and easy as can be, and get you laid while you’re here.”

Toni dropped the whisk with a clang into the big glass bowl. Whipping her head around, she saw Gavin was even more surprised than she was… and horrified.

“I—you—” He sputtered, staring at his younger sister. She laughed, taking obvious delight in his stunned embarrassment. “I don’t need your help meetin’ girls, thanks very much. Jaysus, you’re a lunatic.”

“Hey!” she cried. “C’mon Gavvy, I’m just tryin’ to help.”

“Just shut up already,” he said. As he swallowed coffee, she made a silly face that made him half-choke and almost snort it through his nose. He couldn’t help but grin. “You. I can never stay annoyed at you for long.”

“Thank goodness.” Anna leaned in and smacked a kiss on his cheek.

As they had breakfast, though Gavin thanked Toni for the meal and complimented her cooking, he barely met her eyes. Was he embarrassed by what Anna had said? Or just not a talker while eating? She hoped it was the latter.

“What’re your plans for the day, Toni?” Anna asked as she slathered apricot jam onto her toasted English muffin.

“Nothing much,” Toni said. “Already got my suit on under here. Figured I’d get some color, out on the deck or the beach. Jump in the ocean at some point. Read a book. Be lazy because I have five days off, so I can.”

“Sounds similar to my plans,” Gavin remarked.

“Why don’t we all hang together, then?” Anna said. “Make a day of it?”

Gavin glanced at Toni, and she could swear a hint of a grin curved the side of his delicious mouth. “Absolutely. If you want to?” His eyes seemed to sparkle at her.

Her heart skipped a beat, but she said casually, “Sure, sounds great.” So much for keeping a bit of distance between herself and Gavin.


Chapter Three
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Friday and Saturday were spent as a holiday weekend by the beach should be—time on the beach, time in the water, time sitting out on the back deck, eating, drinking, and enjoying. Wren spent most of the weekend with her boyfriend, but promised she’d be there on Monday morning to help set up for their big Fourth of July BBQ. Joe had been too hung over to do the beach with Toni, Gavin, and Anna on Friday afternoon, but went out with them on Friday night and joined them for fun in the sun on Saturday.

But on Saturday evening, Joe left to go out with other friends, and with Anna and Wren working, that left Gavin and Toni alone.

While Gavin showered, Anna cornered Toni. “The two of you should have dinner somewhere other than the Nest before coming down, you were there last night. You know what? Don’t even come to the Nest tonight. Take him out so he can see some other things,” Anna implored. “Even if it’s just a drive, or the other part of Long Beach, anything. A walk on the boardwalk, I haven’t brought him there yet. Would that be okay?” She stared into Toni’s face and grasped her arms, hope crossing her features. “I know asking you to take my brother out isn’t your responsibility, but I’ll make it up to ya, I swear. He needs to really unwind. Gavin’s not bad, right?”

“God, no,” Toni said. “He’s great.” She hoped that sounded casual. Because she didn’t feel very casual about Gavin. After only forty-eight hours with him, she already was fighting ridiculously strong urges. Like, trying not to think about how much she’d been secretly swooning over his gorgeous face and his sexy, lean body that she’d gotten to gaze on the beach. Or his charming accent, his innate sweetness, and his compelling intelligence.

Once they’d realized they had a mutual love of history, the conversations had flowed easily. His brains turned her on as much as his looks did. And yes, he was slightly reserved, but not at all dull. Most of the guys she’d met recently loved to talk about themselves, or about things she had no interest in, or both. Gavin wasn’t chatty, so when he spoke, she paid attention. Not to mention how damn hot he looked with those silver-rimmed glasses over those bright blue eyes and… yeah, dammit, she liked him. “I’d be happy to take Gavin out tonight. If he wants to go out with me, that is.”

“I’d love to go out with you tonight,” he said from behind her.

Toni turned to see him standing only a foot behind her, hair still damp, face freshly shaved, cleanly handsome in a pale blue polo shirt and khaki shorts. His eyes caught hers and held, and he smiled softly. She felt herself blush as the butterflies flew loose and commandeered her stomach. “Great. Then we will.”

“Fantastic!” Anna cried. She practically ran into the living room and grabbed her bag. “Here…” She dug out her wallet and pulled out some bills. “Dinner’s on me.”

“Put your money away,” Gavin said sharply. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

With a harrumph, she shoved the money back into her bag. “I just feel so bad that I have to leave ya almost every night while you’re here,” she said.

“Don’t,” Gavin commanded. “You’re my host, not my babysitter. I’m here to relax. You don’t have to entertain me, Anna. At all. I’m fine on my own. I’m used to bein’ on my own.”

“I know that, but—”

“But nothin’. So stop it. Go to work before you’re late.” He slanted a grin in Toni’s direction. “Besides, you all but hired me a companion for the night, didn’t ya?”

“That’s me,” Toni joked. “A hired escort. Don’t tell my parents, they’ll flip.”

Anna snickered as she scooped up her bag, tossing her cell phone into it. She headed for the door. “All right, all right. At least I’m at ease knowing you’re in good hands for the night.” She turned around, eyed them together for a moment, broke into a wicked smile, and said, “I don’t want to see ya down at the Nest. At all. That’s an order. Go out somewhere else, somewhere nicer, somewhere you can dance, anything. All right? Good. I’ll see you two in the mornin’.” She opened the door and singsonged over her shoulder. “Have fuuuun!” And closed it behind her.

Gavin turned to Toni and said, “I’m sorry about that. Look, you don’t have to take me out for the night. I’m not a puppy, for Chrissake, or a charity case. And it’s a Saturday night—you probably had plans anyway, I’m sure.”

“Actually, no, I didn’t have any plans tonight,” Toni said. “I was just going to get some dinner somewhere, then go down to the Nest.” If he only knew how glad she was for the chance to spend a few hours alone with him. Somewhere they could talk—where he was fully dressed so she wouldn’t be distracted, unlike when they were on the beach or the deck all day—and have a few drinks. She wanted to know what lay beneath that calm, composed exterior. The quieter men always made her wonder what really made them tick.

She took a deep breath and said, “I’d really like to take you out tonight, Gavin. It’s not a chore. It’d be nice.”

His eyes lit as he studied her face. “Really.”

“Yes. Unless…” A thought occurred to her, and it made her stomach do a quick nervous twist. “Well, maybe you don’t want to spend the evening with me? You just said yes to placate Anna?”

His gaze intensified as he said in a low, warm tone, “Toni, there’s nothing I’d like more than to spend the evening with you.”
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Gavin looked out the window as Toni drove them down Park Avenue, through the central part of Long Beach. The other part of the beach town was mainly residential, with a few stores nestled among the houses and apartment buildings. There was a church, a synagogue, a school with a playground. Toni told him that the tallest apartment buildings were a few blocks down, along the beach, prime real estate with unobstructed views of the sand and ocean.

He asked her about the neighborhood, the people, what the winter was like there. Conversation with her flowed easily and he felt comfortable with her, despite the fact that he was wildly attracted to her. Sometimes, just looking at her made his brain turn to mush.

He wondered if Toni knew she was beautiful. Aye, she was physically pretty, but it was more than that. He watched her face as she talked about the town, animated, ebullient. She was open, quick, and radiated light from the inside out, which made her appeal to him all the more. All that, along with her curves, made her sexy as hell.

When she asked him where he wanted to have dinner, he asked for someplace casual. Her face lit up when an idea struck her. “Oh! I know! Do you like seafood?”

“Aye, sure.”

“Okay, then! I know exactly where we should go.”

They drove down Park Avenue, passing several beach clubs on the right, to what seemed to be the end of the strip. But it led into a smaller neighborhood of smaller houses, and she explained they were actually in a different town now, called Point Lookout. The houses were set very close together; it kind of reminded Gavin of where he’d grown up.

“There’s a lot of Irish folks in this little town,” Toni said, as if hearing his thoughts. “American Irish, of course. Not the real thing like you and Anna.”

“Ah, any Irish folk are the real thing, lass,” Gavin said, overexaggerating his brogue. He got the big smile from her that he’d hoped for.

She made a left onto a side street, then down another street that looked to be by a body of water. “That’s the bay,” she said. “The towns of Long Beach, Lido Beach, and Point Lookout are all sandwiched by the ocean on one side, and the bay on the other.” She slowed the car as she searched for a parking spot. “Which is nice, but it’s also why this area got slammed so hard when Hurricane Sandy hit.” She glanced his way. “Do you know about that?”

“Aye, Anna told me. Sounded terrible. She said the whole West End was a pure disaster.”

“It was. So much was just completely destroyed. The first floor of our house was flooded, they had to rip out and redo the floors, the basement… it was chaos. You can’t imagine… it was one of the worst times of my life.” She found a spot to park, maneuvered her car in, cut the engine, then turned to him with a huge, determined smile. “But, thankfully, most have recovered. And tonight, we’re here to have a good time. So I’m changing the subject now.”

They got out of the car and a strong, warm breeze blew, lifting her curly hair with invisible fingertips. She grabbed at it with a wry laugh. “It’s always windier by the water. I should’ve brought a ponytail holder; I’ll end up eating my hair if I’m not careful.”

“Doesn’t sound too appetizing.” He grinned.

“No, it doesn’t.”

He followed her up the block to what looked like a large white house, with both stairs and a ramp for handicapped access. The line of people was long, and she tugged him along to stand at the back of it.

“Be right back,” she said, and walked away.

He noticed he was more dressed than most of the others, many of whom looked like they’d come straight off the beach, still in their swimsuits or with T-shirts thrown over them. Buckets of brightly colored flowers hung from unseen hooks, adding splashes of color against the plain white wood. The small, white plastic tables and chairs on the front wooden deck were all already filled with customers, eating what looked to be delicious food on paper plates, and using plastic utensils. It was definitely casual, as he’d requested. The air hummed with the quiet chatter of patrons and old time swing music that played softly from a hidden sound system.

Toni returned to his side within a minute.

“Crowded,” he remarked. “Don’t know that we’ll find a seat.”

“There’s a big deck out back,” she said. “Right on the bay. If we’re lucky, we’ll find a table there.” She handed him a folded piece of pink paper. “This is the menu. The line moves pretty fast, so you can decide what you want beforehand. We order it up at the window—” she pointed to the front of the line, where two girls were taking orders—“then we wait ’til our number is called and they give us our food.”

“Got it.”

“It’s not fancy here,” she said, sweeping her curls back from her face, “but it’s got some of the best seafood around, I swear. And eating outside is just nice.”

“I trust you.” He smiled, and scanned over the paper in his hands. “Wow,” he said. “They’ve got good choices.”

“Yup.” She edged closer to him to peek at the menu. Her shoulder pressed against his arm lightly, and her nearness made his skin heat. Then he caught her scent, light and floral, and his blood started to hum and pulse through his veins. She made his head swim with longing and plain old lust.

“Do you like baked clams, or fried calamari, or shrimp cocktail?” she asked, looking up at him with no idea that her closeness was unleashing chaos in his body. “We could split that as an appetizer, if you wanted, then each order our own dinner.”

Clearing his dry throat, he managed, “I like ’em all. You pick.”

Twenty minutes later, they were seated at a tiny table by the railing of the back deck, sharing a shrimp cocktail. The shrimp were fresh, and Gavin noted the high quality of the food for such a small, casual place. Before Toni was a plate of grilled salmon with rice; Gavin had gone for the fried combo platter. Fried shrimp, clams, scallops, and flounder sat atop a bed of French fries.

“This is amazing,” he said as he ate. “The food is delicious, and being right out on the water like this… it’s grand. Thanks for bringing me.”

“Glad you like the food. I cooked all day,” she joked. She lifted her large plastic cup full of Sam Adams and tapped it to his. “To a nice evening.”

He blinked, then smiled softly. God, she was lovely. He lifted his cup. “Sláinte mhaith,” he said before sipping.

“Means ‘good health’, right?” she said. “I’ve heard your sister say it many times.”

“She’s a good girl,” he grinned.

“I know there are eight of you.” Toni picked up her napkin, wiped her fingers, then took her plastic fork and knife to her salmon. “That had to be wild growing up.”

“Aye, it was.” Gavin grinned wryly as he set down his beer. “I’m the sixth of the eight. Four boys, four girls. Pure chaos.”

“But interesting, I’ll bet.” She took a bite of salmon.

“Aye, true enough.” He laughed low. “We all survived. There were tough times, sure, but a lot of love there.”

“Your mother should be commended,” Toni remarked.

“My mother should be sainted!” Gavin laughed. “You have any siblings?”

“I do,” Toni said. “One older sister. Belle.”

“Whoa,” he said, studying her.

“What?” she asked, unsure.

“You. You should’ve seen the look on your face just now.” His eyebrows lifted. “That was a scowl if I’ve ever seen one. Don’t get on well, I take it?”

Toni snorted out a laugh. “No. No, we don’t. We never have. We try, but we’re just… oil and water, you know? Very different. We’re not friends. Not like you and Anna are. You’re lucky, you know.”

“Yes, I do know. I’m good with most of my siblings. It’s nice.” Gavin nodded and reached for his beer. “So what are you, if ya don’t mind my asking? Your people?” His eyes scanned her features. “I’ve been trying to guess, but I can’t.”

“My father’s family was English,” she started, “with some German in there, too.”

“Hence the last name,” he said.

“Yeah. He’s great,” she smiled. “So sweet, always so supportive. He’s an orthopedic surgeon. I’m proud of him.”

“That’s grand. You should be.”

“You’re a doctor, too,” Toni realized. “Where’d you go to college? Medical school?”

“Ehm… it’s not like it is here in the States,” he said. “We start straight out of secondary school. Went to medical school at Trinity College, by the way. Dublin.”

“I know where Trinity College is,” she said, rolling her eyes at him.

“Sorry,” he grinned, blushing a bit. “So aye, I’m a doctor. I’ve been practicing for a few years already. General family practice.”

“Really.” She leaned in, resting her chin on one hand. “Tell me more?”
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As they ate, he told her about the process of becoming a doctor in Ireland, which was quite different than in America. She listened intently, genuinely interested, asking questions… and loving hearing him speak. She hated to think she was one of those women who was a sucker for a foreign accent, and God knew she’d heard plenty in the gallery. Patrons from all over the world came there. But something about Gavin’s voice—not just the brogue that made his words sound musical, but the deep, warm timber of it… all combined, it was devastating. At least, it was to her. She could listen to him talk all day.

He went around to the front of the restaurant to get them another round of drinks, and she sat there thinking over what he’d told her about his schooling and training. A quick look on her phone showed that only the top percentage of applicants in Ireland even got in to medical school, much less became doctors. Toni was beyond impressed. Anna had mentioned Gavin was smart, but had obviously downplayed it. To do what he’d done meant he was brilliant. And that turned her on as much as his handsome face and sexy voice.

When he reappeared, she watched as he walked towards their table. Sunlight glinted in his hair, turning it gold. As he made eye contact with her, a slow smile lifted the corners of his mouth. A wave of warmth flooded through her limbs, settling low in her belly and making her heart pick up speed.

“So now let me ask you something,” he said as he set two new plastic cups of beer on the table. Retaking his seat, he continued, “I’m curious. Your name, Toni. Bit unusual. Is it short for something?”

“Yup,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Ugh, really? Okay.”

He laughed and said, “Oh c’mon, it can’t be that bad!”

“Yes it can. My mother’s Italian. Very Italian.” She took a heaping bite of rice. “And very traditional.”

“Go on.”

“My name is very traditional Italian. And I kind of hate it.”

“Oh, now you have to tell me.” His eyes sparkled as he crossed his arms over his chest, waiting. “I’m a patient man. I’ll wear ya down.”

She threw her head back and laughed. “I bet you would! Fine, I’ll just tell you. It’s Antonella. Antonella Josefina Westmore.”

“Wow.” His eyes softened as he said, “I think that’s beautiful.”

She stared at him in wonder. “You do? I think it’s way too much.” She speared another forkful of salmon. “Then again, my sister Belle’s full name is Isabella Carlotta, so I can’t really complain, I guess.”

“Sorry, but I disagree. Your mother was right, it’s a beautiful name. And it suits you.” His eyes lingered for a long beat before he went back to his meal. “So. Ever been to Ireland? Or anywhere in the UK?”

“I haven’t been to Ireland,” she said, wiping her fingers on a paper napkin. “Or Scotland. I want to see both. But I’ve been to England three times. Twice to London, once to the Lake District.”

“Ah, that’s stunning country there,” he said.

“Yes, it really was.” She smiled, remembering its beauty. “That was purely a leisure trip. The London trips usually centered around museums. Tours through town to look at the architecture. That sort of thing. Same with Paris, and Rome, and Venice.”

His eyebrows lifted. “You’re well-traveled, then.”

“I was lucky.” She nodded, shoving around the rice on her plate with restless flicks of her fork. “My dad always encouraged my love of art. So, throughout my growing up, we took trips. Two trips a year; a cultural one, and a beach one. Mom would get her Caribbean islands and time on the beach, and that was nice, too. But the other trips… we’d split up when necessary. Dad would spend all day at a museum with me, while my mom and sister spent their day shopping.”

Gavin smiled warmly. “He sounds like a good man. And a great dad.”

“He is.” She snuck in a forkful of rice before continuing. “Also, I did a semester abroad, my junior year. Four months in Florence. That was incredible.”

Again, his brows arched in surprise. “I’d no idea you were such a jetsetter.”

She snorted. “I’m not, really.”

“Sure you are. And good for you. What’d you think of Florence?”

They talked while finishing their meal. She told him stories of her time there, and he asked questions that showed he was truly interested.

“Well, you should go to Ireland someday,” he said off-handedly, munching on his food. “Beautiful country. Not bad art and architecture there.”

“Oh, I want to, believe me! Not just for the art, though. The culture in general, the food, the people… there’s so much of the world I haven’t seen.” Toni’s voice trailed off as she looked out over the bay. Seagulls swooped down, barely skimming the surface of the water before flying back up into the air. The sky wasn’t as bright anymore, slowly turning to dusky colors. “So, have you traveled a lot?”

“Not nearly as much as I’d like,” Gavin admitted. “And certainly not nearly as much as you, it seems. We didn’t have family holidays like that when I was growing up. Eight kids, no money, you know how that goes. Then I was busy with medical school, work… I didn’t take my first trip off the Isle until I was eighteen! Went to France with some friends from university.” He flashed a grin. “As an adult, I’ve traveled some. I’ve been to Spain, Portugal, Germany, Greece…”

“That’s more than some!” Her eyes widened. “Greece! I’m jealous.”

A wry grin tugged at his lips. “Yeah, well, those were mostly trips with my ex-girlfriend. She loved to travel, so we took holidays together. Extravagant ones.”

“The one Anna mentioned earlier?” Toni asked carefully. “Siobhan, was it?”

The little crease between his brows returned, the one she noticed appeared when he didn’t like something. “Yeah.”

“Were you together long?”

“Almost four years.” His gaze focused on his plate. “We broke up last year. Or, I should say, she broke up with me. About nine months ago.”

“I’m sorry,” Toni said gently.

“Don’t be. It’s in the past.” Gavin shrugged, but his eyes stayed on his food. “It was rough at first, I won’t lie. It hurt. But I’m fine now. Moved on with my life.”

Toni stared at him. He’d obviously been hurt, deeply so. Something in his awkward attempt to cover that lanced her heart with tenderness. “Your ex was a fool,” she pronounced. “You’re a really good guy. It’s her loss.”

His eyes finally lifted to her face. “Aye, you know that after two days, do ya?”

“Yes, I do.” She reached out to cover his hand with hers, and the feel of his warm skin sent a tingle through her. “I mean, I don’t know what happened, obviously, and I’m not asking. Not my business. But even though I’ve only known you a few days… I know a good man when I see one.”

He didn’t say anything, but she could see there was a lot going on in his eyes.

“Gavin, I’m sorry you were hurt. But I know it’s her loss. I’m glad you’ve moved past it.”

Gavin stared at Toni for a long beat, then pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Thanks.” He gave her hand a little squeeze and smiled before returning to his meal.


Chapter Four
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After dinner, Toni drove them back into Long Beach. She’d told him she wanted them to take a walk on the boardwalk, then maybe down to the beach if he wanted. Anna had told him the famous boardwalk had been almost destroyed in Hurricane Sandy, but the reconstruction was finally complete. All 2.2 miles of it was restored, open to walkers, bikers, or those who just liked to pick a bench and stare at the vast ocean. Taking a stroll there with Toni sounded… well, romantic, even though he knew she didn’t mean it as such. He really had to stop letting those glimmers of desire mess with his brain.

The sky was a deeper, duskier blue, but not dark just yet. Gavin opened the window and let the warm air rush in, ruffling his hair and brushing his skin. He snuck a glance at Toni, who was singing along lightly to the upbeat song on the radio as they drove, doing a little chair shuffle in her seat. She was adorable, and he couldn’t help but smile. Her vibrant nature was contagious.

Dinner had been great. The food was delicious, the view and surrounding scenery made for a lovely atmosphere, and Toni… they’d talked nonstop, about all sorts of things. She was so easy to be with. He found her to be bright, charming, warm, and funny from the time they’d spent together before, but tonight… maybe he was insane, but he felt a definite spark, real chemistry. At least, he did. His mind could be playing tricks on him simply because he wanted her, but he could’ve sworn he saw her look at him a few times with… something. Something more than mere amiability, something with a little heat.

Wishful thinking, most likely. Toni was lively and vivacious. He was… well, Siobhan had let him know in no uncertain terms what he was, hadn’t she.

“You’ve grown so boring,” Siobhan had said flatly, her thin lips twisting as she scowled at him. “I don’t know when it happened, but I mean, really, Gavin. And that’s when I even get to see you.”

He had stared at her in disbelief. “I’ve been in medical school. Barely slept for a few years, ya know? Then I started working, and it’s been insane. My hours—”

“That’s just it!” she cried. “I barely see you. And when I do, you’re exhausted. We come home and have dinner, watch some telly, maybe have some sex, and go right to sleep. It’s all we ever do. We never go out. We don’t have fun. We’re already like an old married couple.”

He’d blinked at her, stung. He’d planned a special dinner specifically for her, set the table with candles and flowers, ordered her favorite foods, and this was what she had to say? “I… well. I didn’t know you were so… unhappy. I mean aye, Siobhan, we don’t go out a lot. But I was already a doctor when you met me. You knew what you were signing up for, no?”

Siobhan got up from the table and started to pace their tiny dining area like a caged tiger. He watched her, perplexed. Finally she ground out, “It’s more than that.”

“So tell me.”

She kept pacing, biting on her thumb nail like she always did when she was edgy. “I don’t think we… see eye to eye… on the future.”

“Since when?” he asked. But even as the words came out of his mouth, he had a feeling he knew what she was going to say.

And she said it, whirling on him with fire in her eyes. “They offered you that plastic surgeon position, and you turned it down. Didn’t even consult me about it, didn’t take my feelings into account!”

He blew out a long, slow breath, trying to control his temper. They’d had this fight before, and he’d thought they’d put it behind them. Obviously not. “That’s not what I want to do, Siobhan. I didn’t have to consult with you on that, because I knew straight away it’d make me miserable.”

“But if we—”

“There’s not really a ‘we’ there, love,” he said sharply. “I’m the one who’d be doing the job day in, day out. Not you. And I’d hate it.”

“But think of the prestige!” she hissed, leaning on her hands on the table. “The money, the circles we’d be in, all of that! You didn’t even think of me!” Standing over him, he thought she looked momentarily possessed.

His jaw was clenched so hard, he thought his teeth would lose enamel. “I want to be a pediatrician,” he ground out. “That’s what I want to do, more than anything. And if you really loved me, you’d support me in that.”

“Well maybe I don’t anymore!” she shouted. They both froze, staring at each other.

Slowly, he rose from the chair, never breaking eye contact. “What are you saying, Siobhan? Speak plainly.”

“I thought I wanted to be a doctor’s wife,” she finally said. “Maybe I don’t anymore. I don’t know if I love you anymore. Since you turned that chance down, I’ve been reassessing our future, and I’ve been so angry… I don’t even feel like I love you.”

His skin had gone cold. The air felt stuck in his lungs. “Well. You sound like you’ve been thinking about this for a while.”

“Aye, I have.” She’d swept her thin blonde hair back from her face as she kept pacing. “Gavin, you’ve never been anything but lovely. But I… well, I think…”

“Just say it,” he ground out.

Siobhan stared at him for a long time. Gavin’s heart pounded in his chest, and nausea crept into his stomach.

“I think we should break up. I think we want different things. I don’t think we’re suited after all.”

For a moment, Gavin felt like the world tilted… everything went silent, and he couldn’t breathe. Then it came back in a whoosh, slamming him in the gut. He nodded stiffly and bit out, “Fine.”

“Fine? Fine?” She gaped at him. “That’s all you have to say?”

“Well, if you don’t love me, and you’re nothing but angry with me, why would I beg you to stay?” His hands raked through his hair. “I don’t want someone who’s more concerned with being a social climber than if her man is happy or not. And I sure as hell don’t want someone who doesn’t want me.” He looked into her eyes, and suddenly felt as though he were looking at a stranger. When had this chasm occurred, and why hadn’t he seen it happening? “Tell me I’m wrong.”

She said nothing. The spots of pink high on her cheeks flushed even darker.

He asked quietly, “Do you still love me, Siobhan?”

“No, Gavin. I’m sorry. I don’t.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “When you blew up our future without taking my needs into consideration, something just died in me.”

The words pierced his heart, filled his insides with ice, but all he did was nod again. “Your needs. I see. Well… I guess that’s that, then.” Feeling his heart thump around behind his ribs, he walked past her to grab his coat. “I need some air,” he managed to say before leaving the flat.

In a daze, he got outside and started walking. She didn’t love him anymore. He wondered now if she ever really had. Because his worst fear, the one that had been gnawing at him since he’d turned down that position, had just been confirmed: she didn’t love him, but the idea of him. Of being a successful doctor’s wife, moving in fancy circles, only caring about the money. He hadn’t taken her needs into consideration? What about his needs? What about him, at all?

Everything he’d been working towards with their future in mind was for nothing. Just like that, they were over.

He’d felt her to be more distant than usual the past few weeks, but whenever he’d asked if her if she was all right, or if she’d wanted to talk, she’d insisted she was fine and gone back to whatever she’d been doing. Now he ached, wondering what he could have done differently. How had they gone so wrong? How’d he been so blind? That the girl he’d given his heart and dreams and body and four years of his life to… been planning a future with… maybe never truly loved him at all.

He’d walked around for hours that night, just trying to absorb it all…

“Gavin? Earth to Gavin.” Toni’s voice broke through his miserable stroll down memory lane. “You zoned out. Are you tired? We could go back home if you want.”

“No, no, I’m fine,” he assured her. “Sorry. Got lost in my thoughts.” He looked out the window. “We’re here?”

“Yup. Found a parking spot and everything.” Toni shot him a grin as she turned off the engine. “A long walk on the boardwalk, the ocean, the sky, my wonderful company—it’ll all wake you up again.”

“Your company is wonderful,” he said softly. “I’m enjoyin’ tonight.”

“Oh, good. I am, too.” She smiled wider, her natural warmth comforting him. “C’mon, let’s go.”


Chapter Five
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The morning of the Fourth of July blazed bright and hot. It was a total beach day, but the five housemates were busy prepping for their big bash. Wren, Joe, and Anna cleaned the house while Toni and Gavin went to the supermarket to load up on food and drinks. When they returned, the house was ready for guests. Joe and Gavin put away the food and carried cases of beer out to the back deck.

By three o’clock, the deck had about forty people on it, friends of each of the housemates who’d come to party. Wren had set up speakers somewhere and upbeat dance music played while everyone ate, drank, and made merry.

Toni watched the revelry around her with the heat of the sun beating down, unforgiving in its midsummer glory.

She was so glad to be there, amongst friends, on her own turf. The day before, she’d given in to her mother’s needling and spent the afternoon with her family, at her parents’ home a few towns away. It had been okay, the backyard barbecue… her dad at the grill, quiet and aloof as usual, but still happy to see her. Her aunt and uncle had been there, pleasant enough. Her mother only flung one or two of the usual barbs her way when she first got there.

“Have you met anyone? Really, Toni, you’ll be thirty soon, and then what?”

“That job pays you close to nothing and you don’t even like it. Maybe you should do something else?” And of course, Maria’s favorite jab. “When are you going to move out of that beach house and start acting like an adult?”

On that last comment, Toni had opened her mouth to shoot back a retort, but the door had opened and Princess Belle had swept in with her husband and their sweet little one-year-old daughter. Toni could barely tolerate Clark, but she adored her only niece. She just hoped they wouldn’t turn Winnie into a spoiled brat too soon. The little girl was so adorable.

“There she iiiis!” Maria rushed across the kitchen to lift the baby from her daughter’s arms. In a singsong voice that grated Toni’s nerves, she trilled in the baby’s face, “Hello, my sweetheart! Grandma’s so happy to see you!”

Toni gave perfunctory hellos, nuzzled her niece with love, then retreated to the backyard to escape the noxiousness that was her mother and sister together.

The afternoon dragged on, with Toni wishing she were back on her own back deck, joking with her friends and being near Gavin. She really liked him. The night before, just the two of them, had felt like a date even though it wasn’t one. They talked, they ate, they talked, they took a long walk on the boardwalk, they talked, they went down to the sand after it got dark and dipped their toes in the ocean… those electric blue eyes… that soft smile…

“She hasn’t heard a word I said,” Maria said in a loud, annoyed tone. She snapped her fingers at Toni. “Hello? Rude.”

“I wasn’t ignoring you,” Toni said. “I was just… thinking. Daydreaming.”

“That’s our Toni,” Maria groused to the group. “Head in the clouds. Which is why at this rate, she won’t make me a grandmother until I’m seventy.” She bent her head to coo into little Winnie’s face. “But I have you, don’t I? Yes. Yes I do!”

By the time Toni had managed to get out of there, she’d sworn to herself she wouldn’t go back for a family get together of any kind until the holidays.

Now, she looked around her wide living room that flowed into the kitchen. Anna wore a stars and stripes bikini top and white shorts, dancing as she held the blender cover on and it churned away. She’d added streaks of red to her blonde hair, so along with the blue, even her head was “showing support for the Yanks”, she’d stated brightly. Wren and her boyfriend, Billy, were out on the deck, talking and laughing with everyone. Joe was at the grill, flipping burgers and hot dogs. And Gavin… he was enjoying himself, Toni could tell. Whether he was helping Toni make drinks, bringing supplies to Joe, or sitting outside in the group just listening to the chatter around him, he was more at ease than she’d seen him since he’d arrived. Maybe he was finally comfortable there, which made Toni happy. After their discussion on Saturday night about his ex, she’d gleaned enough to see that whatever had happened, he’d been deeply hurt by the breakup. It made her want to do something to put the light back in his weary expression when he spoke of it.

Of course, she also just plain wanted him. Whenever she was close to him, she felt a buzz through her body that was like a slow fire, simmering, and the heat level increased the more time she spent with him.

She caught a glance of Gavin now as he entered the kitchen and made his way to his sister’s side. Dressed in a light blue T-shirt and long gray shorts, her eyes roved over his long arms and legs, the way his shorts hung low on his narrow hips, the easy grace with which he lifted two cases of beer and carried them out to the deck… his back was broad and strong, and she longed to run her hands down the slope of it to rest on his fine, tight ass. A thrumming sensation pulsed through her belly, settling lower, as she envisioned what his body would feel like on top of hers.

What she’d give to see if there was hidden fire beneath his quiet exterior. Didn’t they say it was the quiet ones that you had to watch out for?

“Toni!” Anna yelled to her from the kitchen. “The front door! Someone actually rang the bell. Didn’t ya hear it?”

“Sorry,” Toni said, scrambling from the couch to answer the door. Standing before her was a strikingly attractive couple. The refined-looking woman had dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, wide dark eyes, attractive in a black tank sundress; the man was tall, lean, with an air of rugged assurance and several tattoos, and had incredibly blue eyes.

He cocked his head sideways as he looked at Toni. “I’ve met you before. Toni, is it?”

“Good memory. Hi, Sean,” Toni said. “I’ve been to your bar a few times, happy hour with Anna.”

“Ah, right! Sure!” A grin broke onto his features. “Where is my little sister, and what color is her head this week?”

“You know your sister, all right,” Toni said. “I’ll wait ’til you see for yourself.”

“Oh, bloody hell.” He put a hand to the small of the beautiful brunette’s back. “This is my wife, Cassandra.”

“Please, just call me Cass,” she said, shaking Toni’s hand hello.

Toni ushered them inside, taking the bottle of red wine Cass offered. Then a loud, happy shriek pierced the room and Anna flew in, throwing herself into Sean’s arms for a bear hug.

“Ah, Annie, it’s damn good to see ya,” Sean smiled as he returned the hug, lifting his sister off her feet. Then he touched her hair and laughed. “Oh, for Chrissakes. What’d ya do now? You look like the flag itself!”

“I’m showin’ my American spirit,” Anna declared before hugging her sister-in-law. “Goodness, Cass, you always look so beautiful, even on a muggy hot day.”

“Thank you,” Cassandra smiled. “But actually, I could use a glass of ice water.”

Toni caught the look of concern Sean shot his wife. “You all right, love?”

Cassandra nodded. “Yeah, I’m just a little overheated.”

“Sit down,” he told her. He gently pulled her further into the living room.

“Stop hovering,” she laughed, but sank onto the couch.

“Anna,” Toni said, “I’ll get them both some water. Why don’t you find Gavin and let him know they’re here?”

“Thanks, Toni.” Anna beamed at her brother and sister-in-law again before going out to the back deck. Toni went to the kitchen to fill two cups with ice water.

A minute later, the glass doors between the deck and kitchen slid open and Gavin entered with Anna. He shot Toni a smile before going with his sister into the living room. Toni followed in time to see Gavin and Sean clasping each other in a jovial hug. She handed Cassandra both cups.

“You look good!” Sean said, appraising his brother. “The beach agrees with ya.”

“Have you been enjoying it here so far?” Cassandra asked.

“Aye, it’s been lovely.” Gavin sat on one side of Cass, Sean sat on the other. As he took one of the cups from his wife, Anna curled up on the nearby armchair.

“I’ll leave you to your family reunion,” Toni smiled at the group. “But come outside soon and get something to eat, okay?” She directed the last at Sean and Cassandra.

“Absolutely,” Sean said.

“Thanks for this,” Cassandra said, raising her already half empty cup.
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Gavin’s eyes followed Toni as she walked out, then turned back to his family. “Well! It’s really good to see ya both. Last time I did was the wedding. How’s newlywed life treatin’ you two?”

“It’s fantastic,” Sean said, looking into his wife’s eyes. They smiled at one another before he added, “And we have news. We were waiting to tell you both in person, today.”

Anna’s eyes widened. “Spill it!”

“Cassie’s pregnant,” Sean said proudly. “I’m goin’ to be a father, if you can believe it.”

Gavin could swear he saw his brother’s chest puff out with masculine pride.

Anna let out a joyous scream and leaped out of her chair to hug the happy couple. “I’m so happy for ya both! Ahh, I’m goin’ to be an auntie again! I get a baby to spoil on this side of the ocean! He or she is all mine!”

Sean pointed a finger at her. “You’re not allowed near my kid’s hair without supervision, ya hear?”

They all laughed.

Gavin hugged them both as he congratulated them. “You look well, Cassandra. How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine,” she said, but added, “I just get tired sometimes. And the heat’s been getting to me a little, but that’s all. Baby’s healthy, I’m healthy. We’re fine.”

“I’m so glad,” Gavin smiled, leaning in to squeeze her hand. He looked to his brother. “You? A father? God help this kid.”

“Don’t I know it,” Sean said, the grin sprouting so wide it made his eyes crinkle. “And now that we’ve had the pleasure of tellin’ you two in person, I’ll call everyone back in Ireland tomorrow to tell ’em the news.”

Gavin chuckled as he asked, “You haven’t told Ma and Da yet? Are ya mad?”

“I really wanted to tell you two first,” Sean said. “Get to see the looks on your faces. Now I have, and it was worth it.”

Gavin leaned across Cassandra’s lap to clap a hand on his brother’s knee. “Happy for ya, Sean. This is fantastic news. Thanks for the great surprise.”

Anna leaned back on her knees to look Cassandra over. “How far along are you? You’re barely showin’!”

“Oh, this is a loose sundress,” Cassandra grinned wryly. “Trust me, I’m showing now.” She held the fabric taut to show them her small but visible baby bump, and Anna squealed with excitement.

“When’s the baby due?” Gavin asked.

“Just before Christmas,” Cassandra answered. “December sixteenth.”

“Christmas seems to be our best time of year,” Sean said, slanting a look of pure love at his wife before kissing her.

Gavin averted his eyes. Would he ever find a woman that would make him look the way Sean did when gazing at his wife? That glow of true, real, deep love? He hoped so. He doubted it, but he hoped so.

The four of them talked for half an hour, all catching up on each other’s lives, before Cassandra said, “I hate to say it, but I really, really need to eat. Like, right now.”

“There’s tons of food out on the deck!” Anna cried, getting to her feet. She adjusted the strings of her bikini top and ran quick fingers through her hair. “Come, we’ve got to feed ya, and my newest niece or nephew!” She took Cassandra by the hand and pulled her along.

“Think she’s a bit excited,” Sean remarked dryly.

“Ya think so?” Gavin joked. “At least she’ll be here, in New York, when the baby comes. We’ll all come to visit at some point, but Anna will be the only one lucky enough to really know your child.”

“Aye, that’s true,” Sean said. Both men stood and headed towards the sliding door. “I’ll be glad for her bein’ here. I mean, Cassie’s family and friends all live fairly nearby, in the city and here on Long Island, and they’ve been great. They treat me like I’m one of their own. We told them all the news yesterday—they were all at her friend Bree’s house for a big barbecue—and everyone was so happy for us. But… aye, I’ll be glad for some McKinnon blood around my kid, too.”

“Well, you could always move back home,” Gavin said.

“No way,” Sean said without a moment’s hesitation. “I’ve made a bloody good life for myself here. New York’s been good to me, it’s home. Besides, Cassie’s a New Yorker through and through, she’ll never live anywhere else. That’s fine with me. My life is here now.”

“I knew you’d say that,” Gavin confessed. “But it was worth a try.”

They stepped out onto the deck, into the middle of what had become a louder, livelier party. There had to be over fifty people out there now, talking, laughing, drinking, some of them dancing. Gavin searched until his eyes landed on Toni, all the way across the deck, dancing with Wren and a few other girls to the bouncy pop song playing. At the sight of Toni dancing, wearing only a purple striped one-piece swimsuit and a flowy lavender sarong wrapped low around her hips, his eyes almost popped right out of his head.

Sean’s elbow nudged his ribs. “Stop droolin’, before I have to get a rag to mop up your chin.”

“Shut up.” Gavin felt his face heat and tore his gaze away. “Christ, am I that obvious?”

“To me, you are. But I know ya.” Sean peered over at Toni, then back at his younger brother. “She’s a gorgeous girl. Seems nice, too.”

“She is,” Gavin said.

“So… have you and she…?” Sean’s brows lifted, punctuating the question.

“No!” Gavin said fiercely. “No, of course not!”

“But you want to, obviously. So why not?”

“What? What do ya mean, ‘why not?’ Because I’ve been here only a few days, for one,” Gavin began. “And because they’re all being kind enough to let me stay in their house for a month; I’m a guest here. And she’s friends with Anna, for Chrissake!”

Sean fixed him with a shrewd look, then ticked off his responses on long fingers. “Number one, so you’ve only been here a few days. So? You’re only goin’ to be here for four weeks in all. If you like her, you don’t have time to waste, son.” His brows arched to punctuate that. “Number two, aye, they let ya stay here, but you’re paying your share. And Anna’s your sister, so you’re a bit more than a mere ‘guest’. Which brings me to number three, that Toni’s friends with Anna.” Sean snorted in protest. “Ya think Anna would stand in the way of you gettin’ some action with a friend of hers? Knowing our free-spirited sister, she’d likely be cheering you on for gettin’ some. Sorry, Gav, but all your excuses are just that—excuses.”

“Jaysus, ya got it all figured out, don’t ya,” Gavin grumbled good-naturedly.

Again, Sean looked across the partygoers to Toni, watched her for a few seconds, then looked back to his brother. “You’re just scared,” he said quietly, so only Gavin could hear. “Siobhan ran you over, and you haven’t gotten back up yet.”

Gavin met Sean’s eyes, but said nothing.

Sean shook his head. “She did a real number on your head, that bitch. But… well… it’s a bit crass, but sometimes the best way to get over someone is to get under someone, know what I mean?”

Gavin’s jaw tightened. “Bloody hell. I’m not going to use Toni like that,” he said firmly. “She’s better than that.”

“Ah.” Sean stared at his brother, a grin curling the corners of his mouth. “There’s nothing wrong with a short summer fling, ya know. Doesn’t make you any less a gentleman, or her a lady, if that’s what you’re worried about, Prince Proper. But some fun like that might not be a bad thing for you. Get ya back in the game.” He shrugged, and sang under his breath, “Summer lovin’, had me a bla-aaast… summer lovin’, happened so fa-aaast…”

“Shut it, ya bellend!” Gavin laughed, giving Sean a punch in the arm. “Let’s go find you somethin’ to eat.” But as the song over the sound system changed, he couldn’t help but look over to where Toni was dancing with her friends, sexy and free and full of spark. She was laughing, caught in the moment, her hips swaying sensually to the beat and making his whole body tight with need. Sweet Jesus, he wanted her.

He wondered what she’d do or say if he made a play for her. Was there a chance she might be open to a little summer fling? He knew she liked him fine; they got along splendidly. But as for something more… he had no idea.

He sighed. Maybe, if he could pull his bruised self-esteem up from the gutters, and be the man he was before Siobhan steamrolled him, he’d be bold enough to find out. Lord knew he hadn’t been able to get Toni out of his head from the moment he’d met her.


Chapter Six
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Later that night, when the sky was dark and fireworks shot brightly overhead, everyone oohed and ahhed as they watched the show. The town of Long Beach had hired barges to shoot them from out in the ocean, so many could see them, but not have debris raining down on them while they did. Someone had put on an old Led Zeppelin album, and the music was a welcome accompaniment to the light show in the sky. Halfway through, the slower, dreamier song Ten Years Gone came on, and Gavin smiled as he sank back further into his plastic deck chair. He’d always loved this tune; it was one of his favorites by them. To watch incredible fireworks overhead, out at sea, on a beach in New York while listening to this song made him deeply happy, content to his soul. Life was good.

He glanced to his left where Sean and Cassandra sat together, her curled on his lap, his arms around her waist. They were so connected, so in love… it was heartening to think that existed. Then he glanced to his right, where Anna sat looking up at the sky with childlike wonder. He leaned over and ran his hand over her hair to say hello. She gave him a huge smile and a pinch on his cheek before looking back to the skies.

Then he stealthily looked across Anna; Toni sat on her other side. She also had her face tipped up, and reflections of color from the fireworks covered her in an ethereal glow. She’d pulled on a red and white striped T-shirt and denim shorts at some point, which he found adorable. Her long, dark curls streamed down her back and her smile was pure glee. He wished he could pull her onto his lap the way Sean had Cassandra. He wished he could string his fingers through her curly hair, nuzzle the spot where her neck met her shoulder, and just breathe her in.

She must have felt his stare, because she turned to look at him. Their eyes met and she smiled at him openly. There was even… no, he must be imagining it. But damn if there wasn’t a hint of flirtation in her expression. Her gaze held his for a long beat before she looked back up to the fireworks.

Gavin exhaled hard, realizing then that he’d stopped breathing for a minute. With new warmth inside, he smiled as he sat back in his chair, crossed his long legs at the ankles, and watched the rest of the show in the night sky.
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On the lounge chair, Toni breathed in the salty ocean air and stared at the stars. The sound of the waves crashing on the shore lulled and soothed her as she laid still. Damn, she’d had too much to drink after all. She couldn’t go to bed just yet, or she’d be in horrible shape when she woke up. The slightly swirly feeling in her stomach was testament to that. So, even though she was exhausted, she’d opted for some time in the fresh air, warm though it was.

It was so quiet now, at two AM. Such a nice contrast to the noisy day. The party had ended around midnight; early by their usual standards, but they usually didn’t start early in the afternoon like they had today. It’d been a great time. She’d eaten too much, danced and talked and laughed with her friends, and drank a little too much. As soon as her head stopped spinning, she’d go upstairs to the comfort of her air-conditioned room and soft, wide bed.

She leaned over to sip some more water from the large cup at her side and looked around. The deck was littered with paper plates, plastic cups, and empty soda cans and beer bottles. What a mess. They all had their work cut out for them in the morning, but with all of them pitching in, it would get cleaned up quickly.

The sound of the glass door sliding open made her jump. Her head whipped around to see Gavin coming out to the deck.

“Gavin?” she said.

He peered into the dark and spotted her. “Toni, hi. I didn’t know anyone was out here.”

She gestured to the empty lounge chair beside hers. “Join me. It’s a gorgeous night.”

“Aye, it is.” He stretched out on the chair, crossing his long legs at the ankles. Her eyes ran over his body, clad in only a white T-shirt and loose navy shorts. Something pinged in her belly and warmth spread through her veins. The breeze off the ocean ruffled his short hair as he glanced over at her and said, “Truth be told, I’m still a little drunk. Thought getting some air would be good. Why are you out here?”

“I’m still a little drunk, too. I knew I couldn’t go to bed yet, or I’d get sick.”

“Ah. Smart. Getting sick in your bed would be… unpleasant.” His eyes twinkled at her from behind his glasses as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve done that, it’s the worst. ’Cause then you’re so tired, and all you want to do is go to sleep, but ya have to clean up the mess first… which is enough to make ya sick again. So you boak in your bed again, and it’s just an endless nightmare.”

Toni couldn’t help but laugh. “You’ve done that?”

“Aye, I just told ya so, didn’t I?” he grinned. “Did plenty of right stupid things when I was at university.”

“You seem so… grounded. I can’t picture you doing things like that.”

He was quiet for a minute, his eyes on the stars. She didn’t think he’d answer. Then he murmured, so low she almost didn’t hear it over the waves, “Careful, Toni. I just might surprise you.”

Her stomach did a flip. The tone of his voice had her melting inside. More brazen with liquid courage in her, she sat up to stare right at him. “Oh really? How?”

He grinned and shook his head. His hand came up to take off his glasses. Slowly, he cleaned the lenses with the edge of his shirt.

She poked his arm and purred, “You’re a big tease.”

His eyes captured hers. “Not at all. I’m a sure bet.” The corner of his mouth lifted ever so slightly as he added, “I only tease when in bed. But not for too long.”

Her breath caught. Well, hello. “Doctor McKinnon, are you flirting with me?”

“D’ya want me to be?”

“Yes.”

He reached over and put his glasses on the ground, under the chair. His gaze intensified as he sat up to face her, but he said nothing. Their knees touched as they stared into each other’s eyes, and the air around them seemed to crackle with electricity.

“You’re still drunk,” he said quietly.

“So?”

“So in the morning, you might regret anything you say or do right now.”

“I doubt it. You’re a sure bet.” She edged a little closer, her heart pounding in her chest as she licked her suddenly dry lips. She watched his eyes flicker to her mouth before meeting her gaze again. “Besides… I don’t know what you’re thinking of saying or doing.”

His eyes flared, pure blue fire, as he murmured, “Yes, you do.”

Neither of them moved, and their eyes locked. The only sound was that of the waves, crashing rhythmically on the shore out in the darkness. Then, in a swift motion, his hand cupped the back of her neck, pulling her to him, and his mouth pressed onto hers.

He kissed her with such passion that it stole her breath. Her mouth opened to welcome him and their tongues tangled in an erotic dance. His lips were so insistent, so warm, and felt so good… her arms snaked around his neck and she melted into him. But the position was awkward; she shifted, moved, and straddled his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck and broad shoulders as she kissed him with no restraint.

He groaned softly into her mouth as his hands slid down her back, holding her tight. They gripped her hips and yanked her closer as his mouth left hers to trail down her throat, scraping her skin with his teeth. His mouth came back to hers and possessed her, consuming her, while his fingers dug into her hips and held. She arched into him, wanting to feel every inch of him against her. He was already rock hard, she could feel him between her thighs, and a rush of powerful lust zipped through her entire body. She ground her hips against his and they both moaned from the delicious friction.

“Sweet lord, I want you,” he whispered roughly against her skin. One of his hands tangled in her hair while the other pressed against her ass, holding her pelvis to his as he rocked against her. “You sexy, beautiful creature…”

She gasped at the feel of him between her legs, then again when his hand left her hair to squeeze and fondle her breast.

“I want you, too,” she said on a sigh. “You have no idea…” She tangled her fingers in his short, soft hair as he kissed and nipped down her neck to her chest.

Through her shirt, he bit her nipple, his mouth hot through the fabric as he suckled one breast, then the other. Her head fell back, the pleasure rippling through her. Mindless, writhing against him, she moaned his name and held on.

Suddenly he lifted his head, breathing heavily. “Toni. Wait. Wait…”

“No.” She grasped his face between her hands and kissed him, deep and demanding. He groaned into her mouth, kissing her back with matching hunger, then tore himself away again.

“Make no mistake,” he panted. “I want you. But… not like this.”

She frowned, confused, also breathless. “Like what?”

“You’re drunk, sweetheart. You said so yourself.” With a slow hand, he brushed her hair back from her eyes, even while his other arm stayed locked around her waist. “I can’t do this. You might regret it in the morning, and that would kill me.”

Her heart still hammering in her chest, the throbbing need between her legs almost unbearable, she looked into his eyes. “I won’t regret it. I’ve been wanting this since the night I met you, Gavin.”

“Christ, I have, too.” She saw the look of wonder in his eyes, a mixture of carnal desire and disbelief that touched her. “Thing is, you’re saying that now. I want to believe you. But, Toni…”

She leaned his forehead against his. “I know I want you.”

“And I want you, too. You don’t know what ya do to me. But I want you sober.” He kissed her lips with such tenderness it made her shiver. “Tell me tomorrow you still want me? And I’m yours. But tonight…” With gentle hands, he pushed her back a bit. “Tonight, I’m not going to let this go further. For your sake.” A wry grin twisted his lips. “Ya think I’m mad, don’t you.”

She shook her head and softly kissed his mouth. “No. I think you’re a really, really good man.” She kissed him again. “A really, really good man that I’m going to jump tomorrow. And have my wild way with you when I prove this isn’t the alcohol talking.”

He stared into her eyes and whispered, “God, I hope that’s true.” His fingers played along her cheek, trailed down the side of her neck. “I won’t come to you, Toni, I’ll leave ya be. You come to me when you’re ready. And if you don’t, that’s all you’ll have to do. I’ll know you simply don’t want this, and that’ll be that. I won’t bring it up again. I don’t want this to get awkward and—”

“Stop.” She kissed him again, then nipped at his bottom lip. “You’re very gallant, and I appreciate that. Honestly. But now that you opened the door, I’m going to come charging through. You’re hot as hell, I want you, and now that I know you want me too? Be ready for me tomorrow, Doctor McHottie.”

His bright eyes rounded. Then he laughed and kissed her soundly, still cradling her on his lap as he murmured, “Believe me, Toni, I will be.”


Chapter Seven
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The next morning, when Toni woke, she was grateful to find she felt fine. She felt a little off, but wasn’t hung over. Her last day off. She’d have to go back to work tomorrow, and was already dreading it. All she wanted… thoughts of Gavin flooded her mind, and the butterflies commandeered her stomach. With a little grin, she rolled over in her bed, curling up with the pillow as she replayed moments from the night before in her head. Kissing him… how he’d touched her… the sound of him groaning with desire echoed deliciously in her ears. God, those stolen minutes had been intense, scorching hot. It wasn’t alcohol making that more than it was; it had been unbelievably hot, off the charts hot. He was… wow. He wanted her like she wanted him. He’d been hiding it well. Now that they’d both admitted to it…

A pleased, excited giggle escaped her. The next move was hers to make. She’d relish every bit of it.

He’d be there for about three more weeks. A summer fling? Game on.

She started to mull over the possibilities, the important fine points. On one hand, was she capable of the kind of emotional disconnect needed to have a short affair? And not end up getting hurt, or inadvertently hurting him? She’d done it in Italy a few years ago, sure. But that was her junior year of college. Then again, she hadn’t really been involved with anyone since Mike. Her boyfriend during her senior year of college had done a hell of a number on her head; even now, the thought of her verbally abusive ex was still enough to make her stomach twist. Since Mike, her longest relationships had lasted a few months at best. She usually managed to self-sabotage them somehow.

And, even if they did discuss a no-strings affair, would Gavin be okay with it? At least she finally knew one thing was for sure: he was no shrinking violet. That strong, quiet, assured, brilliant man had blazing fire inside. Now that she’d caught a glimpse of it, she wanted more. The thought of getting busy with him made her whole body thrum with lust and primal need.

She wasn’t talking about a relationship—she didn’t do relationships. She was just talking about some summer lovin’. She hadn’t slept with anyone in over six months… and dammit, she was a healthy woman with needs and wants like anyone else. Gavin had showed he was just as into it as she was. Thinking further on it, she’d bet he had some pent up need, too, if he hadn’t been with anyone since he and Siobhan broke up. She was all too happy to let him get out those months of sexual tension with her.

After Mike and his damaging head games, she’d sworn not to let any man get too close. Up to now, she’d succeeded in that. So the fact that Doctor McHottie was going back to Ireland on August first was actually a good thing. They’d both know there were ironclad limitations from the start. It could only go so far, really; their time was finite. No one would get hurt.

It made perfect sense to her. Why not? Joe was always saying “YOLO”—“you only live once”. Well, this sweet, sexy gift from Ireland would only be here for a short time. He wanted her, and she wanted him. They were both single, healthy…

A sense of giddy anticipation, the feeling that anything good was possible, shot through her veins with a burst of adrenaline. The mixture of desire, excitement, and nerves that swirled through her body made her laugh. Here she was, overthinking the situation, and for all she knew, Gavin might turn her down. She didn’t think he would, but hey, he’d been a little buzzed last night, too. What if… what if he was the one who had second thoughts this morning? What if the light of day and sobriety had changed his mind?

The thought twisted her insides.

Then she threw back the covers. Only one way to find out. She got out of bed and headed for the shower.
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Gavin sat with Anna on the back deck, sipping water and watching the waves. He hoped he seemed more cool and collected on the outside than he felt on the inside. He hadn’t slept well the night before. After he’d walked Toni up to her room and gone back to his, he’d tossed and turned for hours. Replaying the time with her in his head, the things she’d said, the feel of her… Christ, the feel of her. Finally, the pent up lust unbearable, he’d just taken care of it himself so he could finally fall asleep.

Now, he felt hazy, a strange mix of wired and tired. His mind hadn’t stopped; even asleep, his dreams had been filled with erotic images of Toni. He couldn’t get her out of his head. He’d slept until eleven, Anna until noon, and Joe and Toni were still sleeping. Wren had gone home with Billy again, so Gavin had been outside by himself, cleaning up the mess from the party, until his sister found him. She helped him finish cleaning, then they sat on two lounge chairs to relax—the same chairs that he and Toni had all but attacked each other on just a few hours before. They talked about the party, and Sean and Cassandra and their big news, while the ocean just beyond surged below a glary, gray sky. The sun danced in and out of the clouds, sometimes shining brightly before getting lost behind the wall of puffy grayness again. Seagulls squawked overhead and swooped in the air before dropping to the beach, scavenging the sand for something to eat.

Glancing at his phone screen, Gavin saw it was almost one o’clock already. “They’re sleepin’ like the dead, those two.”

“They’re fine,” Anna said. She’d only had two cups of coffee and wasn’t fully functional yet. “Joe always sleeps late after a party night. Toni’s probably just taking advantage of her last day off.”

Gavin nodded and squinted back out to the ocean. He just wanted to see Toni again; that was the simple truth of it. And to know what she would do. Did she still want to be with him in the light of day? Or had he been right to stop her last night?

The waiting, the speculating, was eating him alive inside.

The more time he spent with her, the more he wanted her. And not just because she was gorgeous and sexy as hell, but because he genuinely liked her. She made him feel at ease, feel plain good. He basked in the warmth and sunlight of her personality whenever she was near. She made him laugh, she was quick, she was kind, and she just… he huffed out a frustrated exhale and shifted in his chair, rubbing his hands over his slightly stubbled chin. He had to stop acting like an infatuated teen. That’s all this is, an infatuation.

Right. Just caught up in being away and in such close proximity with a lively, fun, smart woman… who had some interests similar to his… with a blinding smile and knockout body… Toni was different from any woman he’d met before. So it was a massive crush, that was all.

But, sweet lord, the way she kissed. Just thinking of it stirred his blood.

“I can feel you thinkin’ from here,” Anna said, peering at him with her big blue eyes. A ray of sun glinted off the tiny silver piercing in her nose as she studied him. “What’s the story, big brother?”

“No story,” he said, crossing one long leg over the other. “Just enjoying the day.”

“You’re so full of it,” she accused.

“What?” He snorted a laugh. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I know ya.” She stared at him harder, about to press forward with her interrogation, when the glass doors slid open behind them. They turned their heads to see Toni coming out to join them, dressed in her favorite pale pink tank dress. She’d obviously just showered; her long curls were still damp and her feet were bare. To him, she looked absolutely delectable.

“Hi, you guys.” She darted a quick glance at Gavin and bit down on her lip, unable to keep from smiling.

His heart expanded in his chest and started to beat faster.

“She’s aliiiiive!” Anna crowed.

Toni laughed wryly. “I am, I am. Just had a bagel inside. Now I need some more coffee, and I’ll be one hundred percent human again.”

“I’ll get ya some, then,” Gavin offered, rising to his feet. His heart felt lighter just to look at her. “Here, you sit.”

“No, I’ll come back in with you.” Her eyes met his and held, even as she said to Anna over her shoulder, “You want anything?”

“Nah, I’m good.” Anna stretched her arms, then curled up tighter in her plaid blanket. “Actually, I might go back to sleep right here, right now.”

“What time do ya have to be at work?” Gavin asked her.

“Not ’til seven, thank God.” Anna yawned. A warm breeze blew in off the water, caressing all of them. “That feels so nice… aye, I’m just gonna drift in and out here. Don’t mind me.” She pulled her wide-brimmed straw hat down over her face and closed her eyes. “Goodbye, lovelies. See ya in a few hours.”

Toni’s eyes sparkled as she said casually to Gavin, “Well, guess that leaves just us.” She went to the sliding door and shot him a flirty look over her shoulder. “You coming?”

He nodded, suddenly too flooded with excitement to speak. Closing the door behind him, he watched her walk into the kitchen, mesmerized by the sway of her hips and her long hair as she moved. The building anticipation threatened to choke him.

“Is Joe still sleeping?” Toni asked as she set up the Keurig for another cup of coffee. She placed her mug on the little platform.

Gavin cleared his throat, forcing himself to sound as calm and cool as she was. “Aye. He hasn’t come downstairs yet, anyway.”

“And Wren?”

“Stayed at her boyfriend’s place.”

“Aha. Doubt we’ll see her today, then.” Toni hit the button on the machine and turned to him. “So… we’re more or less alone right now?”

“Pretty much.” He ran a hand through his hair, doing his best to ignore the way his body was buzzing. She stood there, her back against the counter, looking at him. The only sound in the room was the water boiling and percolating as it made her coffee.

“Ehm…” He offered her a hesitant grin. “Everything all right?”

“Of course.” She grinned back, but had a strange look in her eyes. He couldn’t read her. “So… let me ask you something.”

“Go on.” Crossing his arms over his chest, he waited.

She grasped one of her long curls, twisting it around her finger. “How do you feel about summer flings?”

His heart started to beat in thick, heavy pulses. “Seriously?”

“Yup.” Her eyes didn’t leave his. The machine behind her gurgled and steamed.

“Well, frankly, I’ve never had one,” he said.

“Would you like to?” she asked, her voice quiet.

“With you? Hell, yes.” He crossed the kitchen to stand right in front of her. “What about you?”

She chewed on her lip, the nervous gesture endearing to him. “Well… we can’t deny there’s some serious chemistry here.”

“True.”

“Last night was pretty damn hot.”

“Also true.”

“And you’re leaving on August first. That gives us only three weeks.”

“Also gives us a definite end date,” he said.

“Right. So…” Pink crept into her cheeks, but her eye contact held steady. The look on her face was a fascinating blend of determination and nervousness. “I think we could have a really fun, hot three weeks together.”

He edged closer, but didn’t touch her. The pulsing energy between them was almost palpable. “I think you’re probably right.”

She nodded, chewed on her lip again, and put her hand on his chest. He watched her intently, letting her lead. The room suddenly fell silent as the Keurig stopped its brewing. Slowly, he took off his glasses and reached around her to set them on the counter. Their eyes held for a long beat. He lifted his hand and covered hers, holding it against his chest, wondering if she could feel how hard his heart was beating.

“And hey, guess what?” she whispered.

Barely able to breathe, his brows arched in reply.

“I’m stone cold sober.” She winked and a mischievous grin burst through.

“Well, in that case…” He lowered his head and pressed his mouth to hers, leaning her back against the counter as his fingers threaded through her hair. She responded instantly, kissing him back with matching fervor, wrapping her arms around his neck and letting his tongue tangle deliciously with hers.

Holding her tight, feeling her lush softness against him, tasting her sweet mouth… the sensations all battered him, and he pulled her in even closer.

“Take me upstairs,” she whispered against his lips. “Take me to bed. Now.”

Drawing back, he took her hand and led her up the stairs without a word. Deciding her room would be more comfortable for her, he headed straight for her door.


Chapter Eight
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As soon as her door closed, Gavin grabbed Toni by the waist, yanked her against him, and crushed his mouth to hers in a possessive, hungry kiss that stole her breath. She couldn’t believe this was happening, and she couldn’t believe how openly wanting he was. He groaned into her mouth, making her almost dizzy with lust and need. Her fingers ran through his soft, fine hair as his lips trailed along her throat and his hands slid up her back. He pressed her body tighter against his as his mouth found hers again, his obvious desire sweeping her away with him. By the time they broke apart, they were both panting as if they’d run a race.

“I’ve wanted you since the night I met you,” Gavin whispered, leaning his forehead against hers as he tried to catch his breath. His hands moved up her sides, stopping under her breasts as he kissed her. “It probably sounds mad, but it’s the truth. You just… I dunno, it was like a spark or something.”

“Really?” she asked, her body heating more by the second. She flashed him a naughty smile. “Then why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

He leaned back enough to look at her, but kept her locked his embrace. “I… I didn’t think I should,” he admitted. “I thought you might be offended or something.”

“What? Why?”

“Well, I’ve only been here for what, six days now? When exactly was ‘sooner’?” He grinned, stealing kisses in between his sentences. “Not to mention I’m a guest in your home.”

“Pffffft,” she said, effectively dismissing both concerns. “Anything else?”

“Aye. You’re friends with my sister,” he said. “I didn’t want you to think I was, well… like a perv or anythin’.”

She laughed, a clear and delightful sound. “I adore your sister. If anything, you sharing her DNA is a big plus in your favor.”

He smiled, opened his mouth as if to say something more, than shook his head and kissed her again. He ran his tongue along the seam of her mouth and she opened for him. With a low groan from deep in his throat, one of his hands tangled in her hair while the other pressed at the small of her back, holding her close. Their mouths played and teased while their hands roamed, learning each other as they lost themselves.

Well, Toni thought as he pulled her dress off carefully, over her head, letting it drop to the floor. Watch out for the quiet ones was right! Gavin was a livewire beneath his reserved exterior. Jesus, she was swooning. Her legs felt wobbly; the only reason she was still upright was because he was holding her in his strong embrace. The way he kissed her, and touched her, with such unabashed passion and seductive skill… the way he looked at her like she was some kind of goddess, like he was now as his eyes traveled over her body… she couldn’t think clearly anymore. Her mind had gone wonderfully blank, her bones had melted, and she was putty in his hands. At that moment, she was all his.

“Did you wear matching bra and panties for me?” he asked, his voice dead sexy and commanding as his hands lightly drifted over the hot pink lace.

“Yes,” she breathed, her nerves jangling. “You like them?”

“I love them.” His lips dragged along the side of her neck as he added, “But I’ll love you even more out of them.”

She gasped and her fingers twisted in his hair as his hot mouth nipped, kissed, and licked her skin. When he nibbled mercilessly at the hollow between her collarbone and her throat, her head fell back, her eyes slipped closed, and a raspy moan floated out of her. His fingers tightened on her hips and she could feel him smile against her neck.

“Ah, ya like that?” he whispered, his breath warm against her skin.

“I love that,” she moaned blissfully. “You’re damn good at this kissing stuff.”

“I’m just getting started.” He scraped his teeth along that sweet spot, making her breath catch and her fingers clench tighter in his hair. “I swear to God, Toni, I could kiss you all day long.”

She smiled at him, her mind too fuzzy to form words.

“You’re so bloody beautiful,” he whispered. “So, so beautiful…” His warm mouth trailed kisses along her jaw, down her neck, again finding the tender spot behind her ear that made her shiver and exhale a throaty sigh as his hands roamed over her.

Wanting to feel his skin, she slid her hands up inside his T-shirt and ran them over his back. He pulled away only long enough to yank the T-shirt over his head and drop it to the floor, then dove back to her mouth. As she ran her hands over his smooth chest and broad shoulders, she realized her hands were trembling slightly.

“Gavin,” she murmured, “it’s been a while for me…”

“Me, too. It’s okay.”

Her head fell back and her eyes slipped closed in delight as his hands left her hair to fondle her breasts. She felt the sweet, torturous tension building quickly, tearing through her like fire, pulsing through her blood, making her skin tingle… that aching, throbbing need between her legs… she needed release. She needed him.

As he reached around to unhook her bra with deft fingers, she reached down to caress the length of him through his shorts. He was rock hard and groaned deep in his throat when her hand brushed him.

Grinding against her palm, his warm breath hitched against her ear. “Christ, Toni, I want you.”

“Oh no, wait,” she whispered. “Condoms…”

“Shit.” He kissed her, then said, “I, ehm…”

“Wait, wait here,” she said breathlessly.

She grabbed her dress off the floor, pulled it on, and all but ran down the hall to Wren’s room. Wren had told her and Anna if they ever needed condoms, she had plenty and to help themselves. Blessing Wren in her head as she found the box in the closet, Toni pulled out a strip of them and got back to her room in mere seconds.

Gavin was sitting on the edge of her bed now. “That was fast,” he remarked with an amused grin. “Pharmacy open, was it?”

“I’ll thank Wren later,” Toni said, whipping her dress off over her head and pouncing on him. She straddled his lap and kissed him fiercely, threading her fingers in his soft hair. They fell back onto the bed, primal desire taking over, a tangle of greedy hands and demanding, hungry mouths. Panting like animals, groping wildly, skin heating, they fell into each other, lost in brutal, burning need.

She was barely aware of how she got naked; she was too caught up in getting him naked. But then they were, and the kisses were scorching and his smooth, taut body felt so good aligned with hers. She gasped raggedly when his mouth closed over her breast, the feel of his lips and tongue flooding her with renewed want. Reaching between them, she found his erection and stroked him, delighting in the sounds that ripped from his throat. Thrills shot through her as she touched him, as he touched her… her free hand roamed over the solid, masculine hardness of his back and shoulders as his hips ground into her hand. Then he shifted and his fingers found her, so wet and ready for him it was almost embarrassing, making her cry out as he slid two inside. He murmured her name against her lips with reverence, crushing his mouth to hers as her hips undulated beneath him.

“Now,” she demanded. “Take me now.”

He reached for the condoms, tore at the foil, and laughed at himself. “My damn hands are shakin’,” he said, fumbling for a second as he rolled it on. “That’s how much I want you.”

“I want you that much, too,” she whispered breathlessly, pulling him back to her.

He positioned himself on top of her, settling between her thighs as her legs wrapped around him. She looked right into his eyes, those mesmerizing, blazing blues. When she did, he thrust into her smoothly, never breaking eye contact. They both moaned from the incredible sensations, holding each other tight. Then he started to move inside her and she held on for the ride.

Carnal desire took over as he thrust deeper, faster; her hips rocked to meet his desperate pace. She felt the surges of intense sensation building inside her way too fast, but she couldn’t hold them back, crying out as they overtook her body and left her mindless. The orgasm hit hard and she cried out again, her nails digging into his back as her body shuddered with waves of explosive pleasure that swept her away. Almost in answer, he groaned her name, burying his face in her neck as his body stiffened. Grunting into her skin, holding her tight, her hands went to his ass to hold him deep inside her as she arched her hips to draw out his release. They clung to each other as they panted, until his mouth sought hers, kissing her over and over.

Tangled in each other’s limbs, a light sheen of sweat coating their skin, Gavin swept Toni’s curls back from her face as they worked to catch their breath. “That took, like, at least an hour, right?” he joked wryly. “Maybe more?”

She laughed, free and uninhibited, and his head dropped again into the curve of her neck. Her fingers trailed down the length of his smooth, toned back, delighting in how he felt on top of her, aligned with her, still inside her. “Don’t worry,” she said, kissing his ear. “That was the best ten minutes I’ve had in years.”

His whole body shook with laughter and it made her laugh, too.

“Next time,” he said, lifting his head to look into her eyes, “it’ll be much longer than that. And even better, I promise.” He kissed her mouth once, twice, with a tenderness that made her shiver.

“Hey, Doc, I’m not complaining,” she said. “That was hot.”

“Aye, it was,” he agreed, tracing the outline of her face with his fingertips. Carefully he pulled out of her and they both shifted. “Just a minute.” He rose from the bed, discreetly pulling off the condom and cleaning himself up, all with his back to her.

She let her eyes roam leisurely over his naked body, more than happy with the view. His broad shoulders and smooth back led down to a fantastic ass, tight and perfect. Her head was still spinning, but her heart rate was finally returning to normal. She saw her nails had left long red marks on his back and she winced. Oh, God. Ohhhh, God! She’d just had wild animal sex with Anna’s brother. Her eyes scrunched shut. Anna would give her an earful, good or bad. But really… right now, she didn’t care. Not one bit. Gavin was a wonderful guy. Sexy and sweet and wonderful.

He got back into bed and reached for her. “Not regrettin’ it already, I hope?”

“Not even a little bit,” she assured him.

“Good.” He smiled and kissed her. “Just have to say… I swear I’m not usually that… quick. I just… you felt so damn good and… Jaysus, I’m a bit embarrassed now.”

“Shut up,” she purred sweetly. “I loved every clawing, greedy second of it.”

“Ha! You sexy thing.” Relief crept into his eyes and he pulled her even closer.

She settled gladly in his embrace, snuggling in, interweaving her legs with his and dropping a kiss on his shoulder. Her fingers trailed along the contours of his smooth chest as she said, “In fact, I want more.”

“Do ya, now?” His deep voice rumbled in his chest, vibrating against her cheek.

“I do. Like, again in a few minutes, as soon as we’re able. And the rest of today, and maybe every single night you’re here.”

“Demandin’ little miss.” He kissed her forehead as his hand swept up and down her back in long, slow strokes. “Bossy, too.”

“Only sometimes. You okay with that?”

“Absolutely.”

They laid together in languid contentment, exchanging caresses and soft, playful kisses. But then she pulled back and said, “Can we talk about this? Us? Whatever this is that we are now?”

“Of course.” Again he pushed some stray curls back from her eyes. “But can I keep holdin’ ya while we talk?”

“Yes, please,” she said, dropping a light kiss on his lips.
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She shifted so they could look at each other, but still be entwined. “Soooo… well, you’ve already made passionate, reckless love to me—”

“Wow. Passionate? Reckless?” He stared at her, half amused and half in wonder. “I don’t believe anyone’s ever used those words in reference to me before.”

She blinked at him. “Well, you were those things. And more.”

His mind reeled. Four years with Siobhan, and she’d never said such things to him. Never even hinted she thought those things about him. And here he was, after one embarrassingly quick romp with this beautiful temptress, and she thought he was? That boded well. He smiled at her, inwardly stunned and pleased. “My God, you’re lovely.”

She kissed his mouth before continuing. “So… now I’m just wondering where we go from here. We should set some guidelines, I guess?”

He nodded and said, “Sounds like a good idea. You have any in mind?”

She looked into his eyes, hesitating. He saw different emotions battling there.

“Go on,” he coaxed gently. “Speak your mind.” He brushed tangled curls back from her face. “You can always speak your mind with me. I like you, Toni. Just be you.”

She blinked, apparently moved by his words. “Oh, Gavin…” Moving in, she kissed his lips, sumptuous and slow. Then she took a deep breath. “Okay. I want to have these weeks with you,” she blurted. “Like we said, you’re leaving on August first, so right off the bat, our time together has a definite end date. That’s good. I mean… maybe it’s better that way. We can’t get caught up in false expectations, and can just enjoy each other, and then…” Her voice trailed off.

“And then I leave, and we go back to our lives,” he said quietly.

“Right.” Her gaze fell away. “I sound awful, don’t I? I don’t mean to.”

“Aye, ya sound horrible,” he teased, stroking her face with his long fingers. She looked back up as he continued, “I can’t stand the thought of you wantin’ to spend time with me, to abuse my body like a theme park and have your merry way with me while I’m here. Really, you’re a savage, cold bitch. I can barely stand to look at ya.”

She laughed, relaxing into him, and kissed his smiling mouth. “What about you, Gavin? What do you want?”

“You,” he said. “Simple, really.”

A shiver of delight ran through her. His voice and the look on his face were so earnest. “Well, for the next three weeks, you have me.”

He grinned, but then his brows furrowed as a thought struck him. “Know what? I do have one request. If it’s all right with you as well.”

“What is it?”

Looking into her eyes intently, he ran his fingers through her hair as he said, “Three weeks is what we’ve got. Okay, fine. But while we’re together… we don’t see anyone else.” He trailed his fingertips along her cheek, wrapping one of her long curls around his finger. “If my time with you is limited… I don’t want to be with anyone else. I’m not like that. And I don’t want to share ya.” His eyes searched hers. “Is that too much to ask? Too possessive?”
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“No.” Something warm flowed through Toni, assuring and sweet. “I like that.”

“Good.” His easy smile spread, and he kissed her lips with lingering sweetness.

Something went through her mind, and she peered closer at him. “You were with Siobhan for a long time, right?”

He nodded, wordless, and continued to play with her hair.

“She really hurt you.” It was more of a statement than a question.

“I’d rather not talk about her, if you don’t mind.” A muscle in his clenched jaw jumped. “Especially when I’m in bed with you.”

“Of course. I just…” Toni reached up to caress his cheek. “For what it’s worth, I think she’s an idiot. Because you’re a fantastic guy.” She watched his eyes flicker away, but the hint of a pleased grin curved the side of his mouth. It made her heart squeeze. “And maybe… with this fling… you can finally put that all behind you. You know… by having some carefree good times…” Her fingers did a playful walk down his chest until her hand rested on his flat belly. “…with a fun-loving, American girl…” She toyed with the trail of dark blond hair that led down from his navel.

He only smiled at her, still twisting her curls around his fingers.

“We’ll have fun together. Three weeks, no holds barred. And it could get complicated if we saw other people, too… so I agree, being exclusive for the three weeks makes it simpler.” She ran her hand along his hip, tracing the delicious curve of the bone with her fingertips. “But at the same time, we owe each other nothing—you’re not, like, attached to me or anything. Together, yes, but casual. We’ll just… take it day by day, I guess.”

His smile was so sweet, it made her heart flutter. “We have an understanding, then.” He tipped her chin to softly kiss her lips. “And if you ever need to tell me something, or change your mind about our… arrangement… promise you’ll tell me. We need to be straightforward if this is going to work, I think.”

“I won’t change my mind. But if I have something on my mind, yes, I’ll tell you. You will too, right?”

He nodded and kissed her again.

“Okay, then.” She smiled back at him. “I think it’s going to be a good summer.”

He fixed her with a long look that she couldn’t read. His eyes drank her in, roamed over her features.

“I think you might be right,” he finally whispered.

He kissed her then, deeply, with seductive purpose. God, where did he learn to kiss like that? No one had ever kissed her the way he did. It made her whole body roar to life and her mind go all fuzzy. Her arms slid around his neck and he rolled her onto her back, again aligning his body with hers. The kisses deepened, growing hot and urgent, though their hands were more leisurely this time in their explorations.

“I’m ready to show you just how long I can draw this out,” he whispered wickedly in her ear, and her breath caught. “That first time was hot as bloody hell, but way too fast.” His hands moved slowly up from her hips and her heart rate started to rise. “No, this time, a little restraint… I want to explore every inch of you…” His lips worked their way along her skin, down to between her breasts. “…I want to take you up slowly, beat by beat… and drive ya mad.” She felt his teeth catch her nipple and a flood of fresh lust surged inside her. “This time, I’ll take it nice and slow…” His hot mouth kissed one breast as his hand squeezed the other, teasing her already pebbled nipples. He moved up a bit and his tongue traced the outline of her ear before he whispered, “I’m goin’ to take you to your limits, until you beg me for release.”

“Oh, my God.” Her whole body shuddered, already humming with anticipation.

But he just smiled against her skin, never ceasing his torturously slow caresses. “Ya want me to do that, Toni?” His hand lowered between her legs, and he lightly brushed his thumb against her most sensitive spot, barely making contact. Her hips arched right off the bed. “Ahh, my sweet Antonella Josefina… there’s so much we can do today…”

She grabbed his face and kissed him hungrily, arching again to press her needy hips against his fingers. “Game on, Doc. Show me whatcha got.”


Chapter Nine
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The house was quiet. Gavin guessed Anna and Joe had each left at some point, and he and Toni now truly had the whole place to themselves. Unable to wipe the besotted smile from his face, he foraged through the refrigerator for food. He and Toni had been locked in her room for hours and now they were both starving. Thinking of her lying upstairs, naked in her bed and waiting for him, filled him with such a giddy rush that he couldn’t help but chuckle to himself.

“Looking for these?”

He whirled around to see his sister leaning against the door frame, dangling his glasses from her forefinger.

“Jaysus, give a man warning, will ya?” He shook his head at her.

Anna sauntered towards him, a knowing smirk on her face. “I found these on the kitchen counter. So I went to bring them up to you, in your room. You weren’t there.”

Gavin schooled his features, staying neutral. “Aye. So?”

“So then I heard… somethin’… so I went to Toni’s door.” Her smirk blossomed into a full-blown cat-ate-the-canary smile. “Figured you two would come out for air or food eventually. Sounded like you were working up quite an appetite.”

“All right, enough,” he snapped, grabbing his glasses from her and putting them on. He couldn’t look her in the eye. It was one thing to get ribbed by his older brother for this kind of thing, but his younger sister? Bloody hell. He opened the refrigerator again and ducked his head inside.

Anna only laughed. “Gavin, I’m just teasing you.”

He scowled and rubbed his jaw, feeling the start of stubble while still staring into the fridge.

“Hey there. Hey! You! Doctor Gavin Padraig McKinnon,” she said with the firm command of a drill sergeant. “Look at me, will ya?”

He straightened and did, his jaw clenched tight as he waited for however she’d continue to have her fun.

“I’m happy for you. Both of you.” Anna’s eyes twinkled. “Seriously!”

His held breath came out in a whoosh, the tension dissipating. “You are?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Her brows furrowed in mild confusion. “You’re two of the best people I know, neither of you have been with anyone in the longest time, and you’ve been sniffing around each other like puppies from the day ya met.”

“You saw that?” he asked in disbelief. “That I liked her?”

“It was as plain as the nose on your face, lad.”

He stared at her in surprise for a moment, then had to return her grin as he shook his head. “You never cease to boggle my mind, little sister.”

She preened, fluffing her hair. “It’s a gift.” Still smiling, she went to him and hugged him. “I can’t believe you thought I’d be angry if you and Toni hooked up.”

His arms wrapped around her to return the hug. “I wasn’t sure.”

She pulled back to look up into his face. “I saw you liked her. It was all over your face, every time you looked at her. Like Cupid himself shot an arrow into your arse. Ya poor bastard.”

Gavin had to laugh at that, pulling away from her to return to the refrigerator. “I was that obvious to ya, huh?”

“Aye, and it was adorable. But you’re so damn reserved these days, I didn’t think you’d make a move on her.”

“It was kind of a mutual thing,” he said. “We, ah… moved on each other. Just last night, that was the first time. But today… well. Guess ya heard it all, didn’t you.” He shook his head again at the thought of that.

“Aye, and God bless ya both.” Anna sat down at the table while she watched him pile fruit and cheese onto plates. “I’ve been worried for you, you know. Since your breakup. You really retreated for a while. Like a bloody turtle.”

He shrugged as he worked. “Seems a normal, appropriate reaction when you’re dumped by a longtime partner.”

“I know, but it still concerned me, Gavvy.” Anna’s voice grew uncharacteristically somber. “I just hated that you were so sad.”

He looked over at her, blinking in surprise at her earnest tone. “Thank you, Anna. Aye, it was dark for a while. But I’m fine now. Honestly.”

“Gettin’ away on holiday helped, I’m sure.” Anna reached up and fiddled with her hair, examining the red and blue ends. “Gettin’ with a new girl helps even more, I’ll bet.”

Gavin shot a frown at her as he put the rest of the food back in the fridge. “Toni’s not a replacement for Siobhan. It’s not… I’m not using her like that.”

“I know.” Anna grinned. “And I say good for both of ya. Life’s short.”

Snorting out a laugh, Gavin looked in three cabinets before finding what he was looking for—a tray. Plastic and covered in pink tropical flowers, he put the plates on it, both piled with food, then grabbed two bottles of Corona from the fridge. “Having fun watchin’ me there, are ya?”

“I wouldn’t say fun, but I am enjoying myself. You’re cute when you’re squirm.”

“Bog off.”

Anna snickered and got to her feet. “All right. I’m hoppin’ in the shower, got to get to work soon. Will I see you two tonight at the Nest?”

“I don’t know.” Gavin scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Toni goes back to work tomorrow, so I don’t know if she’ll be up to going out. And I…”

“Hope to stay in with her,” Anna finished, shooting him another grin. “See you tomorrow, then.” She patted his shoulder before leaving.

He stared after her. His sister was a piece of work, all right. And he adored her. Somehow, having her approval for his and Toni’s… arrangement… made him feel the tiniest bit better about it. He could admit that to himself.

Not that he would have stopped being with Toni if Anna had disapproved. No way. He felt mentally lighter and physically satisfied in the best ways… and for three weeks, he intended to stay that way. Being with Toni that day had somehow finally set him free from the dull chains that had held his soul prisoner since Siobhan had dumped him. And it wasn’t just about the sex—about getting past the vulnerability of sleeping with someone new for the first time in a very long time, or the plain mind-bending physical enjoyment of being with such a gorgeous and sensual woman. No, it was also about his head and his heart… today he’d realized that they’d healed enough to risk something new, and he’d gone for it. Progress made. Huge progress. It was a bolder move than he’d taken in a long time.

He only hoped he had, and would continue to, make Toni feel as good as she had him. He had three weeks to try and do that. It was a wonderful goal to set his mind to, and he planned to give it his all.
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Toni stared at her computer screen, seeing nothing. Lost in her head, all she saw was Gavin McKinnon. The day before had been so wonderful, it felt like a dream. Hours of lying in bed with him… exploring each other’s bodies like the new, exciting, uncharted territory they were. Then, at his insistence, they’d gone out to dinner. They went to an upscale Italian restaurant, then for a long, leisurely walk on the boardwalk. The conversation was as easy as it had been since they met; if she’d worried for even a minute that maybe it could get awkward now that they’d spent the day naked together, that worry was gone. If anything, they were even more comfortable with each other now. They walked and talked until after dark.

When they’d gotten home, the house was empty. They’d been unable to resist another round of mattress gymnastics, but at the end of the night, Gavin had gone back to his own room. She had to go back to work in the morning, and didn’t want to wake him as she got ready.

Plus, she wasn’t sure of the boundaries now. Yes, they were sleeping together. But did that mean they actually would sleep together, share a bed, at night? She’d told him plainly that she wasn’t playing a game, but had thought it best that they each retreat to their own corners to sleep, to have that space. He had been completely understanding, in agreement, and sweet. He’d kissed her good night, leaving her in her tangled sheets, but stopped at the door and turned back around. “Toni…” His hair was as adorably rumpled as the T-shirt and shorts he’d pulled back on, and his eyes were bright. “I just have to tell you… this was an incredible day. I can’t tell ya how much I enjoyed every single part of it. Of you.”

She’d smiled back at him. “Me too. Really.” She felt like she should say something more, but what? She didn’t know. So she just went with, “Good night, Gavin. See you tomorrow when I get home from work.”

He nodded, but his expression seemed deeply pleased. “Sleep well.”

“You too.”

He grinned at that. “Oh, believe me… I’ll sleep like the dead, I’m sure.” Tossing her a wink, he closed the door behind him.

Toni had settled into her blankets, inhaling the scent of him still on her pillow, and fallen asleep with a big, goofy smile on her face.

She hadn’t seen him in the morning, and hadn’t been able to concentrate on her work all day; she hadn’t been able to think of anything but him. He was sweet and smart and a million times sexier than she’d ever suspected. God, what he’d done to her. No man had ever made her feel like that… the memory of his mouth on her skin, of his hands on her body… a delicious shiver skimmed over her, raising goose bumps on her flesh, and she bit down on her lip with a secret smile.

Her cell phone dinged with a text, and she glanced at the screen. Had he felt her thinking about him, she wondered, her smile blooming. Hi, the text read. It’s Gavin. How’s your day going?

Casual enough, she thought, checking the time. Just past two. Nice timing on his part; he’d given her space all day, but was checking in now so she wouldn’t feel slighted. She gave him a gold star in her mind and texted back, Hi. It’s dragging. I want to be at home, on the beach. What are you doing today?

Recuperating. ;)

She laughed, charmed, her insides warming. LOL! Anything else?

Not really. Been sitting out on the deck, reading. Took a swim in the ocean an hour ago. Just relaxing.

Good. That’s what you came to NY to do, right?

Right. Almost a full minute went by before his next text came. I hope it was okay to text you. Not trying to smother or anything. Haven’t done this in a while, so I’m not sure of the rules, you know?

Well, that was straightforward. She appreciated that. Smiling, she wrote, Of course it’s okay. It’s nice to hear from you. Truth is I’m not sure of the rules either. And another truth: I was just thinking about you.

Oh good, came his quick reply. On both counts. And funny thing: I’ve been thinking about you too. Nonstop. Yesterday was amazing. YOU were amazing.

Something wobbly unleashed in her stomach, a burst of happy excitement. She wrote, It sure was. And you were too. She drew a shaky breath and typed before she lost her nerve, And I want more.

I was hoping you’d feel that way, he answered. So do I. Are you busy tonight?

Nope. You?

Nope. So… what time do you usually get home from work?

Around 6:30. Want to have dinner together?

Yes, that’d be great. Looking forward to seeing you.

Smiling like a besotted fool, she tapped her fingers restlessly on her desk, then jumped in again, texting: Want to get naked after that?

LOL!!! Gavin wrote. And, well… yaaaaasssss.

Toni laughed in delight, and her stomach did a full out flip. She hadn’t felt this heady in a long time. It was like Gavin had breathed fresh air into her life and filled it with color again, virtually overnight. He was just so easy to be with… she’d let herself enjoy the rush and not think about the clock ticking on their time together.
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The rest of the week quickly fell into a pattern. During the day, Toni went to work and Gavin relaxed on the beach or at the house. When she got home in the evening, they’d have dinner together, sometimes with Joe, and the three of them would go down to the Nest for an hour or so before Toni and Gavin would go back to the house together.

The sex was hot, wild, and intense. They couldn’t get enough of each other. It was raucous, the way they’d go up to her room and start tearing each other’s clothes off the second she closed the door. She drank in his need, greedy and consumed, loving the way his mouth felt on hers, the way his hands felt on her body, the way he’d groan out her name when she did something he particularly liked. It was intoxicating, being wanted like this. No man had ever made her feel so desired, or so desirable. The way he looked at her sometimes was overwhelming. There was more there than lust… there was craving in his eyes. And something deeper, and she couldn’t fathom that. Because she felt it, too.

On Friday night, they’d gone out to dinner instead of staying at home, back to the seafood place they’d gone to the night Anna had thrown them together—which she’d admitted to doing now that they were together. “I saw the way you two kept looking at each other, so I tried to nudge ya along a bit. And I’m not sorry. I was right!”

After dinner, they’d gone back to the house. Joe had gone out for the night, Anna and Wren were working, and they had the house to themselves. Without warning, Toni pushed Gavin down onto the living room couch, a devious sparkle in her eyes.
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It made Gavin’s heart miss a beat. “What are you up to?” he asked, eyeing her warily.

She dropped to her knees in front of him. “Having my dessert.” Her eyes locked with his as she wet her lips seductively, dragging her tongue across them with slow promise. His blood started to pulse, heating in his veins. Slowly, her fingers crept under his shorts and slid up the insides of his thighs. His breath caught as she ran her hands along his legs, deliberate and tantalizing. He took off his glasses and put them on the cushion beside him, anticipation heating his insides. She lowered her head to drop kisses on his belly, her lips warm as they trailed across his skin, and the muscles in his belly and thighs tensed.

“Oh, mother of God,” he murmured in ecstasy. His heart rate took off as her fingers brushed against the front of his cargo shorts. She gave a satisfied hum, then pressed her palm against the length of him before she reached to his snap and zipper. His hands went out to caress her face even as he lifted his hips to help her remove his shorts. “Toni…”

“Lie back and enjoy.” Her whisper was a sultry command. His hips jolted when her fingers stroked along the length of his shaft, rock hard and straining for her touch. “I’ve been wanting to do this all day. Let me.”

He groaned in blissful surrender and fell back against the cushions. Her hands roamed, her mouth played and teased, and he savored every touch. His eyes slipped closed as her tongue dragged ever so slowly up the length of him… the feel of her soft lips on him made his head reel… then she took him in her mouth, and his whole body roared to life. A ragged moan ripped from his throat as the incredible sensations battered him. Then he sat up just enough to push her hair back from her face; he wanted to watch her. He felt his blood racing through his body as he watched what she was doing to him, this stunning woman kneeling between his legs… his mind spun out, went blank. His hips rocked with carnal need; his fingers threaded through her soft, thick hair and cradled her head.

“You’re amazing,” he whispered hoarsely.

She responded by increasing the pace, faster and harder, and a shudder ran over his whole body. The only sound was his own panting, his own grunts as the feelings consumed him.

“I can’t hold back much longer,” he warned her, his voice strangled.

She glanced up at him for a second, but only worked him harder, without mercy, urging him on. His head fell back, his hands gripping her head tightly as his hips thrust with primal rhythm until he groaned through his release, his mind registering nothing but the amazing feel of her. When he was done, he lay there panting.

“Sweet Jaysus, you killed me,” he murmured raggedly.

She smiled up at him and purred, “I’m glad.”

He looked down into her face. Her cheeks were flushed and her hazel eyes sparkled with seductive triumph. “You’re incredible,” he managed. “A goddess. I can’t… Christ, I can barely talk.”

“Good. That makes me happy.” She clambered up onto the couch beside him. As soon as she did, he pulled her close and kissed her deeply. His arms closed around her as his mouth plundered hers.

“And now,” he whispered, nibbling along her neck, up to her ear. “It’s your turn.”
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“Oh good,” Toni breathed, instinctively arching against him when he found the sweet spot behind her ear. “Because I have to tell you… seeing, hearing, and feeling you like that totally turned me on.”

He pulled back enough to grin at her. “Really?”

“Oh, my God, yes! Are you kidding?” She kissed him, adding, “That was hot. I am so ready for you right now. But I, um… know I have to wait a bit.”

Gleaning her meaning, the side of his mouth pulled up in a smirk. “No, sweetheart. You’ll not wait another minute.” He pulled up his shorts and fastened them, then stood, pulling her up with him. His mouth took hers in a searing kiss, both hands cradling her face. Then he reached for her hand and pulled her outside to the deck.

The sound of the waves crashing against the shore filled the humid air. Toni went to flip on the deck lights but he stilled her hand, grasping it in his, and led her to one of the long, cushioned lounge chairs. Warm winds brushed their skin as stars twinkled in the night sky, tiny diamonds in a sea of black velvet. In the darkness, she couldn’t see the ocean, but the sounds of it were out there, soothing and hypnotic, a perfect soundtrack for seduction.

“Here.” He nudged her to lie down on the chair.

“What are we doing?” she asked, doing as he wanted.

“Shhhh.” He knelt down beside her and hovered over her, his eyes sweeping over her features. She caught a flash of mischief in those brilliant blues; he was being naughty and enjoying it.

He kissed her lips, nipped at them, and whispered, “Lie back, beautiful. My turn.”

Her heart started to thump in her chest, excitement shooting through her. She lay back and stared up at the stars, anticipation and desire twisting her insides.

His mouth was magical, she was convinced of it. The way he kissed, and licked, and nibbled, and sucked, and bit… in just a few days, she’d become a willing slave to that mouth. She was already fired up from listening to his heavy breathing and groans, feeling his body rock and tense under her mouth and hands… now she wanted him so much, she wasn’t going to last long at all. Glad she’d worn a tank dress, something easy to remove, she took his hand and urgently guided it down between her legs, pressing his palm to her.

“Christ, you’re pure heat…” He reached down and pulled up the hem of her dress, letting his hands slide along her legs as he pushed the fabric up around her waist. Toni felt the humid air caress her exposed skin, the breezes sweep across her belly, and he held her in place. He kissed the insides of her thighs as he removed her lacy panties, only then fully realizing he intended to take her right there, out in the open. She’d never had any kind of action outside, not like this. It made her head swim, her heart race… she was more turned on than she’d ever been in her life. Slowly he kissed his way up, nuzzling her, his stubble gently scratching her sensitive flesh. His name floated out of her mouth on a raspy sigh.

He spread her legs wider, grasped her hips, and lowered his head, pressing his mouth to her core. Crying out, her hips jerked as his lips and tongue worked absolute magic. Her fingers twisted in his hair as she moved with him, but in no time she was falling over the edge. Swept away by sensation, moaning and writhing against him helplessly as the powerful orgasm rocked her, she held on until the quivers subsided.

She could smell the salt of the ocean on the heavy air, but could only hear the pounding of her racing heartbeat in her ears. Gavin kissed his way up her body, taking time to softly bite her nipples through her dress before continuing his journey up her chest, her neck, until his mouth landed on hers and his hands held her face.

She looked at him and whispered, “Wow.”

He smiled proudly. “Yeah?”

“Oh, hell yeah.” She pulled his face back to hers and kissed him, deep and slow. “I can’t believe you did that to me out here.”

“Me neither,” he admitted. “Haven’t ever been so… well… free, like this. I mean, what if someone was walking along the beach, saw us or heard us?” He chuckled and brushed her curls back from her eyes with gentle fingers. “Know what? I didn’t care. Not one bloody bit. All I could think about was making you feel as good as you made me feel in the living room. Making you moan my name. Bringing you pleasure.”

“You more than succeeded.” She grinned. “That was incredible. I feel like I should thank you or something.”

They laughed together and he rose to his full height. He stared down at her as she pulled her dress down to cover herself again. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he murmured with reverence. His eyes gleamed with adoration.

Her heart fluttered as she met his gaze. “Stop it, I am not.”

“Yes, you are.” A sweet smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “You are to me.”

Something buzzed through her, an electric zing that startled her. The breeze off the ocean lifted her hair with invisible fingers, blowing the curls around her face. She got to her feet and said, “I’m flattered. Really. Thank you.”

He pulled her to him and said quietly, “No, Toni, thank you. You… in just a week, you’ve made me feel alive again. More than I have in a very long time.”

Her eyes rounded and her breath caught. Not knowing what to say, she pressed her lips to his in the sweetest kiss she could give. God, he was so earnest. The things he said were so complimentary, sincere, and kind. He was the polar opposite of Mike, whose demeaning, crushing words used to make her feel… no. No, no, no. He wasn’t allowed in her head tonight. Shaking the unwanted thoughts from her mind, she wrapped her arms around Gavin to hold him tight as they kissed, the breeze from the ocean and sounds of the waves making it all feel like a dream.

His hands lifted to hold her face, caressing her cheeks with his thumbs before he pulled away and took her hand. “Let’s go get in your big, soft bed. I need a wee bit of rest, and to lie down and hold you. Then I’ll be ready for round two.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it, then tossed her a wink. “If you’re game.”

“Oh, I’m game. And I don’t have to get up for work tomorrow, so…” She stole one last glance at the stars above, at his handsome face and his hair ruffling from the soft wind, and smiled back. “You’re mine all night, Doctor McKinnon.”

“Sounds like heaven on earth,” he said, pulling her gently towards the door.


Chapter Ten
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Gavin had never been in New York City on a hot summer night. He’d been to New York the previous October, for Sean and Cassandra’s wedding. He, Sean, their other two brothers, and Sean’s best friend, Jimmy, had gone out three nights before the wedding and hit the bars hard. A raucous bachelor party, the five Irishmen had canvassed half of Greenwich Village before they were through. It had been cool, but not cold yet, pleasant weather to be out and about.

Not now. Anna had told Gavin how summer in the city could be oppressive, and he saw she was right. When he and Toni emerged onto the street from the coolness of the Long Island Railroad at Penn Station, the humidity smacked them, a tangible thing, a wall of thick heat. Toni said it was like walking through soup, which made him laugh, but he agreed. Instead of walking, they opted for an air-conditioned taxi to get O’Reilly’s Tavern, the bar Sean half-owned over in midtown.

In the backseat of the cab, Gavin glanced at Toni yet again, enchanted by how she looked tonight. Her clothes were simple, a hot pink sleeveless top and white capri pants, but they flattered her figure so much he had to restrain himself from running his hands over her constantly. Her hair was pulled back in a long French braid that Wren had done for her, but a few defiant curls had come loose, sweetly framing her face. The big silver hoops that dangled from her ears gave a hint of sparkle. She was adorable, gorgeous, and sexy as hell. And, somehow, for another two weeks, this woman was his. Unable to stop himself, he leaned in for a light kiss, careful not to mess up her lipstick. “I’m glad ya came with me tonight.”

“I’m glad you asked me to.” She smiled back. “I’ve been to your brother’s bar, you know. I think I told you? Since Anna works there during the year, once in a while I’d go see her when I got off of work for the day and do happy hour with her.” The cab went over a bump on Seventh Avenue, jostling them. “I even heard him play guitar and sing once. He’s really good.”

“Aye, he is.” Gavin shook his head with a grin. “Still can’t believe he’s goin’ to be a dad. Wow.”

“You’re all so excited,” Toni grinned. “It’s sweet.”

He looked down at their hands, their fingers intertwined. “He had a rough time of it growing up, ya know. He was the black sheep of the family. Trouble in school, always runnin’ wild… I’m glad for him that he’s happy now, that he got his life together. He deserves it. He’s a good man.”

“So are you,” she murmured, nestling into his side. “Must run in the family.”

“Aw, thanks.” He kissed her forehead. “You’d like them, I think. My family.”

“Well, I know three McKinnons, and you’re all fabulous, so I’m sure I would.”

“Except maybe my older sister Tara. She’s a real pain in the arse.”

Toni giggled. “Is she the oldest?”

“Second oldest. Kate’s the oldest of us all.”

“Do all eight of you have the same incredible blue eyes?” She tipped her face back to look at him.

“Incredible?”

“Magnificent, even.”

“Fancy that. Didn’t know ya liked my eyes so,” he said coyly.

“They drew me in from the minute I met you,” she admitted. “I could lose myself in them. They’re beautiful.”

His smile could have lit a dark room. “Thank you. And aye, we’ve all got ’em, every last one of us. Sean’s spoken for, but I’ll make sure not to let ya get too close to either of my other brothers should ya meet them.”

She giggled again and pressed a light kiss to his mouth.

He held her close, breathing in her light flowery scent. She made him feel like a bloody king; attractive, appreciated… alive inside. Something amazingly close to happy. He couldn’t remember feeling like this with Siobhan, or any woman… maybe he never had. Maybe it was solely because of Toni. She was special, unique, and she…

He mentally slapped himself. No, not maybe, you fool. Absolutely.

He had her for two more weeks. The thought lanced his heart. His hands involuntarily grasped her a little harder, holding her tight. Two weeks more, then he’d go back to Ireland, back to his routine life. His eyes slipped closed as he held her, felt her warm breath against his neck. He’d known her for such a short time, and already, he was dreading having to let her go.
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By the second round of drinks, Toni felt not only at ease, but her inhibitions were melting away. Gavin had asked that they sit at the bar so they could chat with Sean while he worked. The music was rolling, the patrons were loud; a typical Saturday night in a crowded New York bar. Watching Gavin relax and enjoy himself in a different scene was interesting to her. Yes, he was still his slightly reserved self, but he was smiling and laughing. A lot. She couldn’t help but stare at him. God he was gorgeous, and compelling. She wanted to climb onto his lap right there.

When Sean walked away, moving down the bar to help a customer, she placed her hand on his thigh, slipping it beneath the edge of his shorts to rake her nails along his warm, firm skin. He jolted, his eyes darting to hers in surprise.

She grinned wickedly at him. “Problem, Doc?”

He shook his head, but his eyes narrowed behind his glasses. Leaning in, he whispered in her ear, “You don’t play fair.”

“No,” she murmured, “I don’t.” Her fingertips edged further up, skimming his boxer briefs. Even over the raucous noise in the room, she heard his breath hitch.

“Tryin’ to seduce me in public?” he asked. “In front of my brother, for Chrissakes?”

“Want me to take my hand away?”

“Hell no. But—”

“He’s working. He’s not paying attention to us.” She felt the soft hair on his leg, the muscles tensing in his thigh, and desire started simmering in her blood. “I love your legs, did you know that?” Again she dragged her nails along the inside of his thigh, and again he shivered, twisting in his seat. His arm went around her shoulders to pull her in closer.

“Keep this up,” he warned, “and I’m goin’ to drag you back to Sean’s office, lock the door, and take you right on his couch.”

“Big talker,” she teased. “You wouldn’t.”

“Or up against the wall.” His tongue traced around her ear, making her shudder. “Or bent over the desk.” He bit down on the lobe, his mouth hot. “Ahh… picturing that now… I’m getting hard just thinkin’ about it.”

Now it was her breath that caught. Her fingers involuntarily twitched, grabbing at his skin. “Oh, my God.”

“Maybe all three ways?” With his velvety tone of voice and his skilled mouth nibbling her neck, she sensed that suddenly the power had shifted. He licked and bit her neck, just below her ear. “I warned you that first night, I’m full of surprises.”

His other hand went to her waist. Leaning in close so no one could see, his thumb brushed lightly over her already taut nipple, and she gasped. “You certainly are.” She drew a deep breath. “I love that about you.”

She felt him smile against her ear. “It’s so loud out here, no one would hear us… want to?” His thumb brushed her breast again. “C’mon. I dare you, Antonella Josefina.”

“Holy crap. You have to stop,” she said raggedly, both of her hands on his thighs now. “I’m melting into a puddle here.”

“You started it.” He kissed her neck, licked her throat, and then his hand moved down to her thigh. He was barely doing anything, and she was turning into a mindless heap of lust. He was right, she’d started it, but now, he’d clearly taken the reins. Moving back to her ear, he whispered, “Just letting you know I’ll finish it.”

She kissed his mouth, hot and hungry, not caring who saw them. Her hands twisted in his hair as she pulled him closer. He kissed her back with equal fire.

“I can get you two a room, if ya like.” Sean was only inches away, smirking at them from the other side of the bar. “Either that, or something cold to drink to help you cool down. Take your pick.”

Pulling back, Toni had to laugh. But Gavin actually blushed as he sputtered, “Shut it, ya muppet.”

“Just sayin’.”

“And I’m just sayin’ to shut it.”

“My bar, son.” Sean winked, enjoying his younger brother’s discomfort. “Too bad Cassie couldn’t come out tonight. She’d be so pleased to see you two like this.”

“She feelin’ all right?” Gavin asked.

“Aye, fine. She’s out on the island for the weekend with her girlfriends. She’ll be back tomorrow night.” Sean flashed a bright smile. “Getcha a drink?”

The sound of a glass shattering at the other end of the bar made them all turn their heads. Taylor, the other bartender working with Sean, was holding her hand, her face pale. Blood dripped down the side of her hand onto the floor.

Sean swore under his breath as both he and Gavin rushed to her.

“It slid out of my hand,” Taylor said in a shaky voice. “I tried to catch it…”

“Ah, shit,” Sean said when he saw all the blood. He looked to his brother, but Gavin was already on it, reaching for her hand.

“You’re all right,” Gavin said gently. “Let me see. I’m a doctor. Let me help.”

Toni watched from her seat as Gavin tended to the young woman. Even as tears slid down her pale face, Taylor remained calm. Whatever Gavin was saying to her, she nodded a few times, then spoke. Sean hovered, his face creased with concern. Toni watched Gavin care for her, watched him say things to Sean over his shoulder while holding the sliced hand up, watched him apply pressure with a white towel as he smiled and spoke to her, meant to soothe.

Toni’s father was a doctor. A surgeon. But she’d never actually seen him operate or anything. Watching Gavin tend to a nervous patient, calm and collected and bringing smiles from the girl in pain… a soft kind of warmth flowed through Toni, surrounding her heart and squeezing it. She was more than impressed by Gavin; she was proud to be with him, to be his date, to be his… whatever she was.

It was more than pride buzzing through her. It was… well, something else, but what? Affection? She blinked at the thought, stunned. She’d never felt anything for the guys she’d dated. She didn’t let herself. It was easy to keep men at a safe emotional distance when she didn’t have real feelings for them. So this… no, she couldn’t feel anything deeper for Gavin. It wasn’t okay. He was leaving. That was why a fling with him had been such a good idea in the first place. No expectations, no demands…

He walked back to Toni, brows furrowed, and said, “She needs stitches, she cut herself pretty deep. Sean can’t leave. So I offered to ride with her in a cab to the nearest hospital, just to get her safely to an ER. I’m so sorry…”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Toni cried. “You’re helping her, that’s a wonderful thing. Go, go!”

But he hesitated, still looking at her. “I could leave you here, come back for you after, and I know you’d be fine. But the truth is, I’d rather you just come with me. If that’s all right with you. I mean, we won’t stay long, I just want to get her there and—”

Toni quickly kissed on his mouth, then grabbed her tiny handbag off the bar and hopped off her barstool. “I’ll go hail a cab. You bring her out front.”
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Two hours later, they were seated at a small Greek restaurant a few blocks from the hospital, having a late meal. After taking Taylor to the ER, they’d sat with her for half an hour before she’d insisted they go enjoy the rest of their night and that she’d be fine. She thanked Gavin profusely and hugged them both, sending them on their way.

“I have a confession to make,” Toni said over her Greek salad.

Gavin ripped a piece of pita bread in half, his brows arched. “Sounds interesting. Please, absolve yourself, my child.”

She giggled as he dipped the bread into the bowl of tzatziki in front of him. “Watching you in doctor mode… you were very impressive. I was impressed.”

His brows lifted even higher. “Really.”

“Yup. You’re, um… you’re an impressive guy, you know.” Her face turning pink, she bit back her grin and speared some lettuce and feta.

He chewed, mulling over her words. They ate in comfortable silence for a minute before he said, “Siobhan dumped me because she wanted me to be a plastic surgeon.”

Toni fumbled with her fork, almost dropping it into her salad. He knew it was likely because he never spoke of Siobhan, and he certainly hadn’t offered any details of the breakup before. She looked at him with cautious surprise. “I’m sorry, what?”

He blew out a weary breath. “I’m in general practice. I work in a small family practice in Dublin. Decent pay, lovely patients most of the time. Pretty standard.” He rubbed the back of his neck, eyes distant. “But boring, to her. Not quite prestigious enough. But being a doctor’s wife in itself had some sort of prestige, I suppose, so she stayed. Until I was offered an internship with a high profile plastic surgeon in Cork. I turned it down flat. She was furious.” He stared over Toni’s shoulder, caught up in memories. She watched and waited in patient silence.

“And when I told her what I really wanted was to be a pediatrician?” He said the last word with mock horror, eyes wide. “Nearly blew her head clear off. No prestige in that, no big money, no social rise, no swank.”

Toni smiled softly. “You want to be a pediatrician?”

“Aye. I’ve always loved kids; when I did my first rotation in pediatrics, I knew one day I’d pursue that. Always meant to.” He peered at her. “I’m curious… you seem to like the idea. Do ya?”

“Yes.” Her smile bloomed wider. “I think it’s wonderful. And kind of adorable, too. I bet you’re great with kids. You’re kind, gentle, patient… I bet you’d be great at it.”

Emotion welled up inside him, closing his throat. He could only stare at her. What he’d have given for Siobhan to say that even once, much less mean it. Toni meant it, her sincerity was obvious. A pang squeezed his heart, deep and resonant.

He blinked, cleared his throat, and said, “Thank you for that.”

“So are you going to pursue it now?” she asked.

He kept staring at her. She had no idea how much the things she was saying meant to him, the significance…

“Gavin?” She looked at him, face crinkling. “Hello?”

“Sorry. Sorry…” He reached for his water and took a long swallow. “Aye, I start the transition in September. I’m excited about it, actually.”

“That’s fantastic!” She raised her glass of Riesling in a toast. “To your dream coming true, then. To your success. I wish you all the luck in the world.”

“Thanks so much,” Gavin murmured, and lightly tapped his glass to hers. “Sláinte.” And as he sipped his drink, staring across the table at Toni as she smiled sweetly and went back to her salad, he realized he’d fallen in love with her.


Chapter Eleven
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Gavin reached into the bowl of popcorn with one hand and held the remote in the other, channel surfing aimlessly. Anna and Wren had left for work, Joe had gone out for a bike ride, and he was waiting for Toni to get home from work. During the week, she usually got in around six-thirty; they’d have dinner together, then hang out. Sometimes they went for a long walk on the beach, sometimes they went out to the Nest, sometimes they stayed in and watched TV or a movie… but every night, they’d end up in her room, having hot, urgent sex like he’d never had in his life.

The two of them together… it was explosive. As soon as they got near each other, much less started to kiss, it went from zero to sixty in about ten seconds. Groping recklessly, pulling off clothes, panting… they couldn’t get enough of each other. Then they’d cuddle for a while, talking about light, easy things. But every weeknight, he went back to his room to sleep. That boundary worked for her, so he didn’t push it. It just made him savor the weekends, when she’d let him stay the night. He loved being wrapped around her, holding her close, listening to her breathing turn slow and deep as she fell asleep in his arms, and waking up with her in the morning.

He couldn’t believe it was Wednesday already. The days were flying by. It’d been such a good holiday so far. He took walks or borrowed Joe’s mountain bike to explore the beach, or the town, looking into shops and finding places to enjoy the American food. Being on his own suited him fine, but Anna was his companion most days, since she was home during the day and worked at night. And the steamy nights with Toni… they went too fast. She filled his head during the day, when she was gone.

The front door slammed, breaking him from his reverie with a start. Toni stomped in, looking pretty but harried, and dropped her bag by the stairs with a thud.

He sat up straighter on the couch. “Hi.”

“Hi,” she bit out, flopping onto the loveseat. She yanked her hair out of its messy ponytail with a heated huff, then pulled it back and redid it. Anger radiated off her in waves. Even beneath her sleeveless ivory blouse and red silk pants, he could see the lines of her whole body were tense. She wasn’t just ticked off, she was livid.

He aimed the remote at the flat screen and turned it off. “Long day?” he asked carefully.

“I fucking hate my job,” she growled. “I hate everything about it. I hate my bosses, those pretentious, condescending asshats. I hate the clientele. I hate that I’m doing tedious paperwork and basically being paid to smile, wasting my time there when I know more about art than most of the people who walk through the door.” She took a deep breath and hissed. “I didn’t spend four years at Georgetown working my ass off for an art history degree only to fetch coffee and take shit from these snobs. And by that, I mean both my bosses and the clients. I should be working in a museum, or a much better gallery, or…” Her voice trailed off and she squeezed her eyes shut. “Oh, my God. I am so sorry.” She took a deep breath as her eyes opened and fixed on him. “I just came in here like a ranting lunatic. I must sound like such a raving bitch right now.”

“Well, not a bitch. And it sounds like you’ve good reason to be rantin’ and ravin’.” He held out a hand. “C’mere.”
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With a sigh, Toni moved to sink onto the couch beside him. He angled her slightly, brushed her long ponytail aside, and dropped a kiss on each bare shoulder before he started kneading the muscles in her neck. “Christ, you’re tense.”

“Yup.” She whimpered softly. “That feels wonderful.”

“Good. Relax. Take some deep breaths.”

She did as she was told. After a few cleansing breaths, and the way his big, strong hands worked on the knots in her neck and shoulders, she began to feel better.

“You’re a godsend,” she murmured, letting her eyes slip closed as his hands worked magic. “Can you do that for, like, the next three hours?”

He chuckled softly and dropped another kiss on her shoulder, then kept massaging her knotted muscles. “I’m sorry you had a shite day,” he said. “But you’re home now. By the beach, with a man who thinks you’re brilliant and lovely. So sit back, relax, and let me find some fun ways to get your mind off your day.”

“Well, you’re the one who’s brilliant.” She grinned. “So I bet you can figure out a way or two to distract me.”

“That’s right. Told ya from the start, sweetheart. I’m a sure bet.” He worked the tension out of her shoulders, his powerful yet gentle fingers working continuous magic. After ten more minutes, she eased back against his chest, gripped his chin, and brought his mouth to hers for a sumptuous kiss. He cradled her in his arms, deepening the kiss until it flamed white hot.

Later, when they were tangled and sweaty in her sheets, and she lay languidly against him, he said, “Can I ask you somethin’?”

“Sure.” She loved the way his fingers trailed with slow sweetness up and down her back, playing along her spine.

“You have a degree,” he began. “From a top school, I might add. You know your stuff. And ya now have a few years’ experience, right? So if you hate your job so much, why stay there? Why not get another one?”

“It wouldn’t be so easy,” she hedged.

“Nothing that’s worth it usually is,” he said.

“Ouch. But yeah, that’s true.” She sighed and shifted so she could better look at him while they talked. “I’ve thought about the kind of jobs I’d like to have, something to start a real career… but most things I want to do require an advanced degree.”

“How old are ya, again?”

She glanced at him, knowing he knew full well how old she was. “Twenty-eight.”

“Young. Unmarried. No kids.” He gave a quick nod. “Go do it. Get your advanced degree.”

She blinked at him. “Just like that.”

“Aye,” he said firmly. “Why not?”

“The money, honey.” A faint frown creased her features. “I don’t have enough.”

“Your family wouldn’t help ya?”

“Of course they would. If I asked. Which I won’t.” She shook her head adamantly. “They paid for my undergrad degree, in full, so I wouldn’t have loans. Very generous. Yes, they could—my dad’s a surgeon, my parents are comfortable. But I’ve watched my sister take and take, always asking without a second thought… I won’t take another dime. No way.”

“Admirable,” Gavin murmured, now tracing along her jaw with gentle fingers. “What if you took out a loan? Think you’d be eligible?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess so? Never really looked into it.”

“Maybe you should. Just a thought.” His hand trailed down her neck, then her arm, slow and leisurely. “I just hate seeing you so riled up over your job, that ya hate it so much. You’re not tied to anythin’ yet, Toni. Now seems like a perfect time to pursue change, if you wanted to. You can do whatever you want, if you think about it.”

She rolled onto her back, exhaling a weary sigh. “But I don’t know what I want.”

He stayed quiet. Leaning up on one elbow, he merely gazed down at her, brushing her hair back from her face with gentle sweeps of his hands.

“I love art, even though I’m no artist myself. I love the history of it,” she said. “But… there’s got to be more for me to do. Something more. I don’t know.”

Gavin remained silent. She wasn’t sure if he was just letting her talk and being a good listener, or if he was judging her and holding back from saying so.

“Did you always know you wanted to be a doctor?” she asked.

“Pretty much. I like helping people. I like helping others, period.”

“Aha. Well, you’re good at that. You’re a natural.”

“I suppose.” He half-grinned and added, “Helps that I’m not afraid of blood.”

“Ugh. True.” She sighed. “It’s nice to have that kind of focus, that kind of drive. I never have.” Liar, a voice inside her whispered. You did have it, before Mike beat it out of you, made you think you weren’t good enough to cut it in the art world. You took the easy road as a result. Now you’re miserable.

“There’s all different types of people in the world, Toni,” Gavin said. “That’s what makes life interesting.” With a casual shrug, he added, “If ya don’t know what you want, that’s fine. It’ll come to you when the time’s right, I’m sure.”

A tiny spark of irritation flared in her. “Well, thanks for trying to help me figure out what to do with my life. But I’m not a quick fix. Sorry.”

“What?” He frowned hard and said, “I wasn’t tryin’ to fix you, Toni. I was merely throwing out suggestions. Listening to you. Being a sounding board, kickin’ around ideas. That’s all.” He held her chin firmly, looking right into her eyes. “For the record, I don’t think ya need fixin’. I like you just as you are.”

Her heart felt swirly in her chest. “Thanks,” she whispered.

He lowered his mouth onto hers for some sweet kisses. “Hey now, I’ve a wholly different idea,” he said, eyes bright. “What if you travelled for a bit? You said ya wanted to. Could you afford that? Even if it’s only for a few weeks? Sometimes new scenery inspires you, gives you a new perspective.”

“And where should I go?” she asked coyly, interlocking her fingers behind his neck. “Hmmm… Ireland, perhaps?”

“Aye, that’s a grand idea.” His smile was wide and playful. “Truthfully, I think you’d love it there. Both Dublin and the countryside. I mean, you love art, and you love history; Ireland’s chock full o’both. Museums… castles… ancient relics…”

“It does sound tempting. Would you be my personal tour guide?”

“Of course! Like I’d let any other man near ya.”

She huffed out a laugh. “My, so possessive! And here I thought this was just a casual fling.”

She’d said it to tease, but the smile slid off his face and his eyes shuttered. He pulled back from her only a bit, but it was like his whole body withdrew. “You’re right,” he muttered. “Sorry.”

“Oh, come on, I was just teasing you,” she said, rubbing his arm. He quirked a stiff grin and looked away. What was with him? Her eyes narrowed, peering closer at his face. “Hey, Doc. I was only teasing you. Because this—us—we’re a short term deal. No strings. I know that.”

He nodded and murmured low, “Aye. I know, too.”

The air had grown still, pulsing with muted tension. She didn’t know what to say. Apparently he didn’t either. Finally, he kissed her mouth, then got out of bed.

“Where are you going?” she asked, sudden anxiety pulling at her insides.

“To my room. Time for bed, no?” He pulled on his shorts, his back to her.

She sat up in bed, holding the sheets to her bare chest, and stared at him. “Why are you mad?”

“I’m not mad,” he said, turning to face her. He leaned over to her nightstand to retrieve his glasses and put them on. “Just tired. And it’s late, and you have to get up for work in the mornin’. So, time for bed.”

She watched him cross the small room to the door. In their rush of lust, she’d pulled his T-shirt off over his head and threw it mindlessly. He plucked it from the floor and held it in his hand as he looked at her again. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

Frustration bubbled in her stomach. He was upset, but she wasn’t sure why. And if he wasn’t going to tell her why his mood had changed, there was nothing she could do. “Okay. Good night, then.”

“Good night, Toni. Sleep well.” He opened the door and paused there. Standing in the doorway, wearing nothing but those shorts hanging low on his narrow hips, he looked sexy and weary and a little sad. She wanted to pull him back into her bed. “I hope you have a better day tomorrow,” he said.

“Thanks. Me, too.” She pushed her tangled mane back from her face. “Will we hang out tomorrow night? Maybe go for a walk on the boardwalk, get some ices?”

“Sounds grand.” He still paused, staring at her, and she could feel his mind whirring from across the room. But finally, all he said was, “Good night.” And closed her door behind him.

With a harrumph, Toni flopped back down onto her pillows and curled up in her blanket. Gavin’s scent, masculine and appealing, lingered on her sheets. She breathed it in, savoring the smell of him. His frowning face flashed in her mind. She hated that somehow she’d upset him. All she’d done was say how they were a casual thing, that there were no strings attached… and he’d quietly but definitely withdrawn.

Not wanting to overthink the implications of that, she closed her eyes and did some deep breathing until she drifted off to sleep.
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Toni hadn’t been able to shake the bad vibe all day. She’d spilled coffee on her pale blue tank dress early in the morning, she didn’t want to be at work, it was sticky and hot in the city, she didn’t know what she wanted to do, she’d pissed off Gavin last night… it just wasn’t her day.

She couldn’t get the look on Gavin’s face out of her mind. It was eating at her. She’d finally figured out what she’d seen flash in his eyes for a brief moment: hurt. He’d hid it well, but she’d hurt him, and that wasn’t sitting well with her at all. If only she knew what to do to make it better.

Her phone rang, and she was so distracted she didn’t look at the caller ID before answering. “Hello?”

“Hi, remember me? Your mother, the woman who gave birth to you?” Maria’s Long Island accent seemed to get even stronger when she flung the guilt barbs.

“Hi, Mom,” Toni sighed. “What’s up?”

“Nothing much. I was wondering if we were going to see you again anytime soon. You haven’t even called since July fourth weekend.”

“I’ve texted you. Dad, too.”

“It’s not the same. Call me old school, but I like to hear your voice.”

“Okay, Old School. Sorry.”

“So, Miss Wiseass, will you come have dinner with your father and me this weekend?”

Toni closed her eyes. She only had so much time left with Gavin, and wanted to be with him as much as possible until he left. “Sorry, Mom, but I can’t. I have plans.”

“Oh. I see. Well, that’s fine.” Toni knew that tone and braced herself. Maria Victoria Parinello Westmore was a master guilt wielder. “I guess your father and I shouldn’t take it personally. You are a grown woman, after all, with a busy social life. Going out drinking with your friends and lying on the beach is far more important than seeing your family. I understand.”

“Jesus, Ma! I just saw you guys! Knock it off,” Toni spat. “I’m having a crap day, I don’t have patience for your shtick today. Go guilt someone else. I’m sure Belle’s around, go bother her.”

“You all right?” Maria’s voice changed, concern flooding her tone. “Crap day? Why? Wanna talk about it?”

“No, not really,” Toni said on a sigh. “I’ll be fine. Just one of those days.”

“Uh huh. Okay. Well… I hope it improves.”

“Me, too.” She paused. “Mom? Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Um… wait, hold on a second.” Toni went to the ladies’ room and spoke quietly so she wouldn’t be overheard. “If I quit my job here, what would you think?”

“I think you need to have a new job to go before you quit,” Maria said.

“If I didn’t… if I just…” She didn’t know how to say it, because she wasn’t even sure what she was asking.

“Antonella.” Her mother’s voice was firm. “That job, that gallery? Was never right for you. You can do so much more. Be so much more. You’re just a glorified assistant there. You’re too smart, too educated, for that. So I think if you want to leave, that’s a good thing. But you should get a new job first, that’s all I’m saying.”

“I agree,” Toni said. “But what if I don’t know what I want to do?”

“Then take some time to figure it out before you quit, I think. You need to be able to pay your rent, to eat…” Maria’s voice trailed off. “What brought this on, honey? Did something happen?”

“Something happens almost every day,” Toni mumbled.

“Honey… just think before you act. You don’t, usually.”

She rolled her eyes. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“I’m not saying that to be mean!” Maria exclaimed. “It’s a fact. You know it.”

Toni sighed. “Okay. I have to go.”

“Wait! So can we see you this weekend?” Maria needled.

“I told you, I have plans.”

“What’s so important that you can’t carve out two hours for dinner with us?” her mother demanded. “I’d like to know.”

“I’m kind of… seeing someone,” Toni heard herself say.

“You are? Oh! Well, that explains it a little better,” Maria said. “But still, why can’t you come and just—”

“He’s here on vacation,” Toni said with a flare of annoyance. “He’s from Ireland. From Dublin. And he’s going back in about ten days. So I want to spend time with him while he’s here. Okay, Nosy Pants?”

“Oh.” Maria was silent, and Toni could imagine what she was thinking. “Well. How’d you meet him?”

“He’s my friend Anna’s brother.” Toni decided to emit the detail that he was also her housemate for the time being. “His name is Gavin. He came to visit for a few weeks. She’s on Long Island, and their brother Sean lives in the city.”

“Oh. That’s nice.”

“Yeah. He and I… it just kind of… happened. That’s all. He’s really nice.”

“Oh, good.”

Her mother’s short, terse responses had her nerves jangling. “You’ll be happy to know he’s a doctor,” she spit out.

“Oh! That’s wonderful. What specialty?”

“General practitioner right now, but he’s going into pediatrics this fall.”

“Nice.”

Toni waited. When the line stayed quiet, she burst out, “What? What are you thinking? I can feel your brain churning from here.” She started to pace the tiny ladies’ room. “Just say it.”

“Say what?”

“You don’t like this. Any of it.”

“It’s not my business. Isn’t that what you’d say?”

Toni hissed out a sharp breath. “Yes, probably.”

“So what should I say?”

“I don’t know. Forget it.”

“You really like him?” Maria asked. “And he likes you?”

“Well, yeah, of course.”

“So… what happens when he goes back to Ireland?”

A lump formed in Toni’s throat. She tried to swallow it back. “Nothing happens. That’s it. He goes back to his life, I go back to mine. It’s just a casual thing, Mom.”

“I see.”

“What? What do you see?”

“Why you’re such a snippy bitch today,” Maria said in a steely tone. “You don’t like your job, and the guy you like is leaving. You feel out of control over your life all of a sudden, and you don’t like it.”

Toni stopped pacing, a chill skittering over her.

“So you’re lashing out at me right now, and probably at anyone who crosses your path today. I wish them luck.”

Toni’s breath felt stuck in her chest. Like she couldn’t get enough air. “You know what? You might be right, Mom. I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“Thank you. I accept your apology,” Maria said. “And yeah, I know a few things. I know you, that’s for sure. Honey… look, I can’t help you with the guy problem. But if you do some homework, figure out what you want to do instead of work there, and you need any help to get you started… your father and I are here to help. We’re not going to let you starve or get thrown out on the street. If knowing that helps at all, know that, and take a deep breath. Okay?”

Toni’s heart thumped, relief she hadn’t expected flooding her as she absorbed her mother’s words. “Thanks, Mom,” she whispered. “That’s very sweet of you. And yes, really good to know.”

“Good. All right then.” Maria went back to sounding like her regular self. “Guess we’ll see you in a few weeks, when your guy has gone back to Ireland.”

“Yes, you will. I promise.”

“This Doctor Gavin. Is he good looking?”

“Gorgeous, Mom. Seriously. He has the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. And his Irish accent would kill you. Soooo swoony.”

“Ha! I bet.” Maria added, “You using protection?”

“Mom! Gawd. Yes, okay?”

“Okay, good. Be careful. And call once in a while, don’t only text, all right?”

“All right.” Toni paused. “Uh, Mom? Thank you. Really.”

“I love you, you know,” Maria said. “You’re a stubborn hothead like me, that’s why we clash most of the time. But I love you, always.”

“I love you too, Mom.”

Toni ended the call and stared at her reflection in the mirror, mulling over all her mother had said.

“You don’t like your job, and the guy you like is leaving. You feel out of control over your life all of a sudden, and you don’t like it.” Yeah, that pretty much nailed it. Her mother was a smart woman. It was so true.

Toni sighed heavily. Ever since she met Gavin, her world had been spinning. What was supposed to be a quick, temporary affair had turned into something else. It was more than being attracted to him, or the delicious wickedness of having a summer fling with the safety net of a definite end date. There was so much more to Gavin than she’d expected. The more she’d gotten to know him… God, she adored him. Strong and quiet on the outside, tender and passionate on the inside, with a seriously impressive intellect and a nurturing quality she didn’t know she craved until he’d shown it.

She came home from work last night, ranting and raving. Most guys involved in a casual fling would’ve been turned off by her tantrum, maybe even left. Not Gavin. He’d quieted her with a massage and empathetic words. Tamed her savage beast, in only minutes.

Oh, she was falling for him. Hard. But she had no time to figure out what her growing feelings were, exactly. The days were ticking down, and he’d go back to Ireland, and it’d be like they never happened. Just a fling, a good time memory. He’d find someone else, a nice, quiet Irish girl to marry, and make a good life for himself…

Her eyes pricked with tears. The thought of not seeing him again, and his finding someone else, made her heart actually ache.


Chapter Twelve
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Saturday was the kind of blazing hot summer day that made Gavin glad the ocean was mere yards away from the house. All five housemates were home for a change, so they spent the afternoon down on the sand and swimming in the ocean, playing in the waves like kids. Around four o’clock they went back to the house, took quick showers, then started to prep food. Joe manned the grill to barbecue hamburgers and sweet Italian sausage. Wren made a quick run to the store to get potato salad, macaroni salad, and cole slaw. Gavin and Toni chopped up vegetables and made a huge salad; Anna made a pitcher of margaritas and helped wherever was needed. Music played, they talked and laughed, and ate their early dinner out on the deck.

“I’ve gotta say,” Gavin addressed the group. “This has been lovely. Not just today, but the whole holiday. I’ve had such a good few weeks here. Can’t thank you all enough for your hospitality, your generosity, and just the fun. I’ll miss you all when I go home.”

“Awww, Gavvy!” Anna smiled. “It’s been so great havin’ you here! I’m goin’ to miss you, too.”

“Only an email or Facebook post away, dude,” Joe said, reaching across the table for a fist bump, which Gavin returned with a grin.

“We’ll miss you, too,” Toni said quietly. Her voice was steady and sweet, but her eyes were focused on her plate. Gavin glanced at her. Her posture was suddenly rigid.

“Well, maybe we’ll just all have to take a trip to Ireland,” Wren suggested. “I’ve never been and I’m dying to go.”

“Yaaassss!” Anna cried, bouncing in her seat. “Next time I go back, you should come with me! That’d be epic, all of us there together!” She waggled her brows at Joe. “And two of my sisters are single. And much prettier than I am.”

“Aw, now, that’s not true!” Gavin insisted. “You’re all beauties. That’s the only kind we make in the McKinnon factory—beauties.”

“Well, thank you, big brother.” Anna pretended to preen, fluffing her hair. This week the tips were turquoise. She looked over to Wren. “We really need to make this a thing, you all comin’ to Ireland. Jaysus, you’d love Dublin.” Her eyes went to Toni. “And you! The art museums! You’d die. Right, Gav?”

“Absolutely,” he said, nodding. A smile flickered across Toni’s face, but she still seemed fascinated with her potato salad. Why wouldn’t she look him in the eye?

As Anna, Wren, and Joe chattered on, Gavin tried to watch Toni without being obvious. She’d been her usual gregarious, lively self all day… then her mood had shifted radically over dinner. Something was up.

When she went into the house to use the bathroom, he waited. He gave it five minutes, then he slipped inside, too. As he entered the kitchen from the deck, she walked into it from the living room.

“Hi,” she said with a soft grin.

“Hi.” He moved towards her with purpose, then pinned her against the counter, an arm on each side of her to cage her in. “Look at me.”

Brows furrowed, she did as he commanded.

“Okay, good. That’s better. Because you wouldn’t look at me before.” His gaze pierced her. “What was going on?”

“What? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You know right well what I’m talking about. I mentioned going back to Ireland, and all of a sudden you wouldn’t look at me.”
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Toni’s stomach did a whirly flip and her breath caught. God, he’d noticed. Had he seen it all over her face, how despondent she’d suddenly become at the thought of him leaving? That she’d swallowed down feelings she didn’t know she had, along with a wave of miserable nausea, and done everything she could to stay cool and act casual? Apparently yes, he had.

“Talk to me, Toni,” he implored quietly. “Please.”

Her eyes locked with his as her heart stuttered in her chest. What should she say? ‘I know this was supposed to be a nothing, casual fling, and now the thought of you leaving makes me nauseous? And angry? And sad? And I don’t know how this happened or what to do about it?’

“Toni.” His blue eyes drilled into her, both kind and insistent. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” she said, slipping under his arm and out of the cage of his arms.

He turned to stare at her. “Really.”

“I’m fine.”

“Right. Which is why you just pulled that Houdini move to get away from me.”

“I don’t like feeling trapped,” she said in a harsher tone than she’d intended.

He nodded slowly. “I’ll remember that.”

“Look, I’m fine, okay? We’re fine. Everything’s fine, Gavin.” Her voice broke on his name and she rushed past him, out the front door.

She’d made it about ten feet up the sidewalk when he got to her side, grasping her arm and turning her to face him.

“Like hell, everything’s fine.” he ground out, looking down at her with a set jaw, eyes flashing, and brows creased with concern. He let go of her arm immediately, but continued, “I spoke of leaving and you got quiet. Is that a coincidence?”

She bit down on her lip, crossed her arms over her chest, and stared back at him.

“No response?” he said. “Nothing to say?”

The standoff lasted about ten seconds before he raked his hands through his hair and whirled away from her, swearing under his breath.

She didn’t move, didn’t speak. Watching him fight with frustration, she could barely breathe. He had to go back to Ireland, back to his life. He’d already had one woman break his heart and let him down. She didn’t want to be another. And she really didn’t know what she wanted, or what the right answer was. Should she tell him the truth, that she felt something strong for him? That she wanted him more than she’d counted on? Or should she deny it, keep playing it casual, and let him go back home with no harm done? Even if she told him she felt something, then what? What could they actually do about it? Nothing. The panicky thoughts bounced around in her head and left her paralyzed in silent fear.

“Fine.” He turned back to her, a flat look in his eyes as his hands dropped to his sides. “It’s fine, Toni. Sorry I pushed you.”

Her blood pounded in her ears, roared through her veins mercilessly. “Gavin…”

He stilled, waiting, staring down at her.

She shook her head and whispered, “Forget it.”

“Right.” A muscle in his jaw jumped. “After all, we’re just fucking, right? An easy summer fling. It’s not like we’ve genuinely become friends or anything. I should keep my concerns and intuition to myself, just leave ya be.”

His quiet, angry words made her jolt as if he’d slapped her. She stalked away from him, back to the house. She noticed he didn’t follow her this time as she shot up the stairs, went inside, and headed straight for her room. Closing the door and locking it, she leaned back against it and slid down to the floor. The tears she’d been holding in for days slipped down her cheeks. There was so much whirling inside her she felt like her world had tilted off its axis.

Half an hour later, there was a soft knock on the door. “Toni. Please let me in. I need to apologize.”

She got a glimmer of satisfaction from the raw emotion that made his voice raspy. If he felt guilty for that nasty comment, that suited her.

He knocked again. “Toni? Please open the door. What I said at the end there was atrocious. I was just… Toni, I’m so sorry.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. Avoiding him for the next nine days or picking fights wasn’t going to make his leaving any easier to take. Rising to her feet, she unlocked the door and opened it.

Gavin leaned against the door frame, his body sagging and eyes tight with remorse. “I shouldn’t have said that last thing,” he blurted. “It was right stupid of me. Rude. Spiteful. Immature. I’m sorry for that. Ya just sparked my temper, pushed me to a limit…” He stared at her balefully. “You wouldn’t talk to me. I got upset, and I acted like a bloody fool.”

“I’m sorry I upset you,” she murmured. “I didn’t mean to. You were right in the first place. I got bent over something, I shut down, and when you called me on it, I shut you out. So I’m sorry, too.”

He studied her for a long beat before asking, “Any chance you’ll discuss it with me? Whatever got you ‘bent’ in the first place?”

“There’s no point,” she whispered, her throat thickening.

“Hate that answer.” He stared harder at her. “Have you been crying?”

She shook her head no, but his hand lifted to her face, tentative yet steady. His thumb ran under her puffy eyes with a feather’s touch.

“I made you cry?” His voice sounded strangled. “Jaysus…”

“No, Gavin, stop.” She cleared her throat and found her voice, struggling for normalcy. “You didn’t make me cry. It’s been building for a few days. I just… sometimes when I’m feeling that much adrenaline shooting through me, the only way to release it is with a quick cry. That’s all. It wasn’t you. Or, only because of you.”

“I hate that you were crying at all,” he murmured.

His tenderness lanced her, almost bringing fresh tears. She swallowed hard. “Can we stop talking now?” she asked. “You’re sorry, I’m sorry, all’s well, we’re done.” She grasped his face between her hands and pulled him down, crushing her mouth to his. “I don’t want to talk anymore. Just touch me. Be with me.”

He seemed hesitant at first, but then their mutual passion ignited as it usually did, sweeping over them like a flash fire, and he kissed her back hard and deep. He edged her backwards into her room, kicking the door closed with his foot.
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An hour later, Toni walked into the bathroom, locked the door, put down the toilet cover and sat on it with a sigh, her head falling into her hands.

First, that quick argument that should never have happened. He’d seen right through her and known something was wrong. She’d lied through her teeth. and he didn’t give up. He knew her well already, after such a short time. That was perplexing enough. But add to that the fiery makeup sex she and Gavin had just had… there was the usual heat, the typical rushed passion… but there had been something else, too. A desperation. On both their parts. It was as if they were clinging to each other, forceful and needy and clawing…

Toni swallowed hard and her eyes squeezed shut. She was so in love with him. Her heart felt like it was being twisted in a vise. How the hell had this happened?

He was wonderful, that was how it’d happened. Gavin was a wonderful man. Tender, thoughtful, and attentive, while at the same time sexy, strong, and sure. Frighteningly smart, and friendly, with a dry sense of humor. Not to mention drop-dead gorgeous and great in bed. How could anyone not fall in love with him?

Toni felt the tears prick her eyes again. She’d finally found someone special, someone she loved and wanted to be with… and he was leaving. No way around that. He’d leave, she’d ache, and that was that.
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They went to the Nest later on. Though it had gone unspoken, they both knew the buffers of other people, loud music, and many drinks would be a good way to get some space from the afternoon’s intensity.

Anna bought them their first round, glad to see them there together. When Toni had her back turned, talking to Wren further down the bar, Anna half-hopped over the bar and grabbed her brother by the shoulder. She leaned in and said into his ear, “Had your first lovers’ quarrel, did ya?”

He shrugged.

“You worked it out, I gather. You’re here together, you seem better…”

“Mind your business, Annie.”

“You’re both my business,” she retorted. “You’re my brother, and she’s my friend. I care about ya both.”

“I know you do.” He drank the rest of his beer, draining the glass. “Make the next one a whisky, all right? Got any Tullamore Dew?”

“Aye. You’ll have it.” Anna blew out an irritated sigh. “She’s mad for ya, Gavin. Ya know that, right?” She pulled back just enough to look into his eyes, to make sure he was not only listening, but hearing her. “I’ve known her for a few years now. Seen her date other guys. None of ’em stuck. Because none of them mattered. But with you? Only a few weeks, and she’s all lit up. I see the way she looks at you, when she thinks you’re not lookin’. Poor girl’s head over heels for you.”

Gavin’s mouth tightened, but his eyes stayed glued to Anna’s. In his racing heart, hope battled with despair.

“And you. Sweet mother of God, you’ve got it so bad. I’ve never seen ya like this, not since your early days with Siobhan. And Toni’s ten times a better person than that bellend ever was. You know that. You’re so in love with her, ya don’t know what to do with yourself. It’s kind of cute.” Anna’s voice dropped. “But it’s not so cute, really, knowin’ you’re leavin’ a week from Monday. That’ll be it, I guess. And it’s sad, if I think about it.”

“Stop,” Gavin said tersely. “Just stop.”

“I’m not wrong.”

“I didn’t say you were, Anna.” His muscles tensed as he restlessly scrubbed his hand across the back of his neck. “Now please. Stop.”

“Gavin… what are you going to do?”

“Nothing. There’s nothin’ to do.” His jaw was gritted so tight it started to give him a mild headache. “She and I both knew that when we started this. Come the first, I go back to Ireland, she lives here, and we’ll always have the memories, right? That’s it. That was the deal from the start.” His eyes narrowed and his voice came out in a gravelly strain. “What would you have me do, Anna? There’s nothing I can do.”

“Oh, you poor lad…” Anna’s eyes went liquid.

His heart clenched. “If ya don’t stop this now,” he said, “I swear I’m leavin’. I can’t listen to another word of this. I can’t, Anna.”

“All right. But I’m not sorry for caring about you,” she said.

“I’m not either. And I’m thankful that ya do. But please… just drop it now.” He lifted his brows at her. “And don’t breathe a word of this to Toni. Promise me.”

“I swear.” She smacked a kiss on the back of his hand and slid back down to her side of the bar. Pulling a glass from above her, she moved to the shelf to pull the bottle of Tullamore Dew, filled the glass with a double shot, and placed it before him. “That one’s on me,” she said, then moved over to help the next customer.

Gavin’s head hurt and his heart did, too. The day had been so fantastic, down on the beach with all the housemates. They’d lain in the sun, relaxed and laughed, and rollicked in the waves until their fingertips pruned. He and Toni had talked while standing waist deep in the ocean, the waves moving and flowing around them. If he tried, he could still conjure up the scent of the sea mixed with the coconutty smell of her sunscreen, which he’d found intoxicating. He’d held her in his arms and kissed her, tasting the salt from the ocean on her lips, feeling the grain of it on her wet skin…

If it was so obvious to Anna that he was in love with Toni, why didn’t she see it? Or had she, and it broke the rules of their supposed-to-be-casual summer fling, so she didn’t want to talk about it? Was that why she’d stiffened up and shut him out at dinner?

He had no clue. Would he ever understand women? For a smart man, sometimes he felt plain bloody stupid.

Heaving out a sigh, he glanced over his shoulder at where Toni stood and talked to Wren. Her long curls were pulled back in a loose ponytail, and her striped tank top and olive shorts were as casual as could be. Her lightly tanned skin glowed, her curves called to him, and her radiant smile… she was the most beautiful woman in the room, without an ounce of effort. She just shone from within, like a beacon of light, and had from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. Her head fell back as she laughed at something Wren said, and his stomach twisted. God, he loved her. He loved everything about her. The power of his feelings stunned him. She was so fantastic, in every way… finding her had been a fluke, or a miracle, or maybe both. All he knew was that she’d breathed life back into his life. How would he be able to give her up?

He looked at the glass in his hand, raised it to his lips, and drank the whole thing down in a few hard gulps.


Chapter Thirteen
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“I have a surprise for you,” was all Gavin had said over breakfast on Sunday morning. A black Town Car had pulled up to the house at eleven o’clock; now, they were in the back seat of it, shooting along the Meadowbrook Parkway. It was a cloudy day, and the air outside was thick with humidity. Toni was grateful for the air conditioning in the car.

“I hope what I’m wearing is appropriate for wherever we’re going,” she said.

Gavin leaned over and lifted one of her feet, the black sandal dangling from it. “Are these comfortable for walking?”

“Yes. You said to make sure I wore good walking shoes. These are fine for me.”

“Then you’ll be fine.” He grinned mischievously, eyes sparkling as he leaned in to kiss her.

“What about the rest of me?” she insisted. “You know, my clothes?”

His eyes did a slow glide over her, surveying her black tank top and olive capri pants. “Your clothes are fine too. Though I like you better out of them.”

She snorted out a laugh and rolled her eyes, bringing a hearty chuckle from him.

The ride was smooth, and with no traffic on the parkways, fast and easy. After the Meadowbrook, the driver took the Northern State Parkway, heading west.

“Are we going to the city?” she inquired from the cradle of his arms. Her back rested against his chest, and she tipped up her face to catch his eyes. “Come on, I know how to get to the city from my house.”

“Christ, you’re tenacious.” He grinned and dropped a kiss on the tip of her nose. “Yes, we’re going into the city. We’re doing something first, then having dinner with Sean and Cassandra. Hope that’s agreeable?”

“Dinner with them, of course. The rest, still no clue.”

“I’m fairly sure you’ll enjoy it.”

“Are you, now?” She dug her fingers into his thigh. “I have ways of making you talk, Doctor McKinnon.”

“You can try. But I’m good with secrets. I’m like a vault.”

“Ah. Duly noted, Doc.”

“Might as well give up, sit back, and just enjoy the ride.”

“Okay. Fine. You win this time.” She kissed his mouth quick, then nuzzled into him, watching the scenery pass outside as they sped along. The trees were a blur, their leaves a lush, dark summer green, a contrast to the brownish hue of the grass on the sides of the road. Weeks of the sun beating down had stripped the grass of its color. The expected rain later that day would be welcome.

“Is tonight the last time you’ll see your brother before you leave to go home?” she asked.

“Aye.”

“Will, um…” Toni swallowed hard. “Will you come back to visit him? All of them, I mean? Him, his wife and the baby, Anna…”

“At some point, sure. But I don’t know when.” Gavin’s voice got quiet. “I’ll want to meet the baby, of course. But since I’m starting the pediatrics switch in the fall… I don’t know what that’ll entail, what my schedule will be like. I’ll have to wait and see.”

“Makes sense.” She stared straight ahead, out the window, and tried to ignore the way her stomach did a heavy flip.

His lips moved to her ear, his breath warm against her skin. He kissed her there and whispered, “I’ll miss you, you know.”

Her heart skipped a beat and her eyes slipped closed. She was glad her face was turned away from him so he couldn’t see her, because her emotions were probably all over her. His arms were wrapped around her middle, their fingers intertwined. She gave them a gentle squeeze and whispered back, “I’ll miss you too, Gavin. A lot.”

He kissed the top of her head, inhaling her scent as he held her close.

They were silent for the rest of the ride.
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Gavin watched Toni’s face as the car pulled up in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Her hazel eyes lit up, her smile went wide and joyful… she turned in his arms and said, “You thought of this?”

“I wanted to see you on your turf,” he said, unable to keep his fingers from playing in her hair. “And I know it’s one of the finest museums in the world. Honestly, I intended to come here before I’d ever met you; it was on my must-see list. So, here we are. Show me around. We have a few hours…” He checked his watch; it was just past noon. “We aren’t meeting Sean and Cass ’til six-thirty.”

She gaped at him for a few seconds before crushing her mouth against his in a series of quick, fiery kisses. “Thank you so much for thinking of this, and setting this up… oh, Gavin, you’re going to love it. I can’t wait to show you so many things.”

Her excitement was contagious, her delight palpable. The satisfaction of seeing her so thrilled flooded his insides with warmth and light.

Hand in hand, they wandered from exhibit to exhibit for hours, only stopping for a bite to eat at the museum cafeteria around two o’clock. Toni was as knowledgeable as any tour guide. She took him through the Greek and Roman Art wing, the Arms and Armor wing, European Sculpture and Decorative Arts… there were so many wondrous things, and she knew a little bit about most things they saw. Sculptures, artifacts, paintings—he tried to take it all in, snapping pictures with his cell phone wherever it was permitted. But all that wasn’t the highlight of his time there; Toni was. The quiet confidence or awe in her voice when she told him tidbits about a piece or an artist, or the way her eyes studied something she hadn’t seen before, drinking it in… she was enchanting, delightful. And bloody impressive. She’d told him she’d been impressed by seeing his medical skills in action? Watching her walk through the museum, so obviously in her element, had the same effect on him.

Gavin insisted they head to the gift shop before they had to leave for their dinner date with Sean and Cassandra. “I want a souvenir of this amazing day,” he said. So in they went. They split up and canvassed the store.

Toni thumbed through art books, glanced at T-shirts and boxed card sets. After a few minutes, Gavin called her over to the long, rectangular counters in the middle of the store. She went to him, noting how he stared down through the glass at the jewelry.

“Want to bring something back for my mum,” he said. “She loves silver jewelry.”

“So do I,” Toni said. “She has good taste. And a thoughtful son. This is sweet of you, to think of her.”

His grin quirked. “Help me pick something out?”

She looked down at the array of pieces, sparkling and beautiful. There was gold and silver, jeweled or not, earrings and bracelets and pendants… “It’s overwhelming,” Toni grinned. “Everything’s gorgeous.”

“Aye. That’s why I need your help. A woman’s opinion.”

“Well… does she have a favorite color? If she does, maybe find something that’s got that color stone in it.”

Gavin’s brow furrowed as he tried to think. “She likes yellow, but I don’t think that’s going to be here mixed with silver. Maybe we should just pick something with only silver, no stones.”

“Okay.” Toni continued to peruse the display.

“Hey,” he said. “What’s your favorite color? Do ya have one?”

“I love turquoise,” she said.

He smiled. “You wear that color often, I’ve noticed.”

“Well, that’s why,” she smiled back. “And pink. Especially hot pink.”

“Okay. Good to know.”

“What about you?” she asked as she moved further down the long counter. She lifted her eyes to look at him. “Do you have a favorite color?”

“I tend to favor blue,” he said. “I know. Typical. Boring.”

“You’re neither of those things.” She pressed a quick, light kiss to his lips, then turned back to gaze through the glass. “What about those earrings? You know her, I don’t. Think they’d suit her?”

He looked at the pair she pointed to, a delicate dangly swirl of silver threads. “Maybe. Earrings would be good, right? Better than a pendant or something?”

“You can give earrings to any woman and be safe,” Toni said. “Pendants are for girlfriends. But somehow I’m sure your mom would love anything you pick for her.” She stopped, and he watched her eyes widen. “Ooooooh.”

“What?” He leaned in. “You see something ya like?”

“That.” Toni pointed to a tiny decorative box. Gavin read the small card beside it, describing it as an adaption of a Fabergé egg. It was robin’s egg blue, with delicate gold overlay and tiny crystals. “I just love the color, and it’s so intricate.” She stared at it a moment longer, then moved along the counter.

“If ya like it, get it,” he urged.

She shook her head. “It’s too decadent. It would just sit on a shelf and collect dust. Besides, an impulse buy like that isn’t smart considering I’m getting ready to quit my job.”

He blinked and said, “You’re what?”

Her eyes continued to scour the jewelry. “Yeah. I’m too miserable there. Time for a change.” She glanced up, sensing his intense stare. “What?”

“A few days ago, you said it’d be too hard, you… made excuses.” His brows creased, his expression clearly astounded. “So to hear ya say that now, I’m just surprised.” He peered harder. “When did you decide this? Did something happen?”

“No, nothing specific happened…” I fell in love with you and it’s turned my world upside down. Everything feels wrong and I need to do something to fix the parts that I can. “I’ve been thinking about it, that’s all. I mean, I have to research other jobs more before I quit, but I’m going to. I will.” She turned around the corner of the case and moved along the next section, her eyes on the jewelry.

He was at her side, leaning in closer. “Toni… whatever you choose to do, I wish you luck,” he said quietly. “I want you to be happy.”

Her breath hitched as she looked up into his face. You make me happy. And you’re leaving in a week, and I’ll probably never see you again. She swallowed back what felt like a pebble in her throat. “Thanks. Me, too.” Feeling a sting that threatened tears, she looked down again. A magnificent pendant drew her eye, sparkling at her; an elegant silver butterfly with tiny crystals decorating the wings. The stones were several shades of blue and purple, the threading delicate. “I know this is such a cliché, but I love butterflies.”

“Why is it a cliché?” he asked.

“Well, first of all, half the women under thirty seem to have a butterfly tattooed on them somewhere. Second, you just always hear it, you know? ‘She spread her wings and turned into a beautiful butterfly, ready to soar.’ It’s like, ugh, really? How original.”

He smirked in amusement. “I didn’t take you for a cynic.”

“I’m not a cynic,” she said. “Just a realist.”

“Well,” he said, “I like butterflies. Both how they look and their symbolism. Plus, clichés usually come to exist for a reason. Because there’s an element of truth, or somethin’ so basically human that it resonates for many.”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” The pendant was almost five hundred dollars. No way, she thought. But, it had small matching earrings, much more reasonably priced. “I think I’m going to get the earrings for myself. They’re not horribly expensive…” Peeking up at him from under her lashes, she added quietly, “And every time I look at them, they’ll remind me of you, and the wonderful day we shared here.”

His eyes rounded and a muscle twitched in his jaw. His hand cupped the back of her neck and he leaned down to kiss her, soft and sweet. “I love that.” Another tender kiss. “Let me buy them for you, please.”

“What? No.” She shook her head. “I wasn’t fishing for you to get them for me—”

“I know.” His hand lifted to caress her cheek. “But when you look at them, I want you to do that knowing they were a gift from me. And rememberin’ today, like you said. Because I’ve loved everything about today, too. It’s been a nearly perfect day, being here with you.” He held her chin as he said, “I’m getting them for you.”

Her heart stuttered and tears pricked her eyes. “If you insist,” she whispered.

“I insist.”
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Dinner with Sean and Cassandra was lovely. For three hours, the four of them talked, laughed, ate, drank—well, Cassandra didn’t drink anything but water. Lightly buzzed from all the wine they’d shared, Toni and Gavin collapsed into their seats on the train back to Long Beach. She curled into his side, snaking her arm around his waist and letting her head sink onto his shoulder. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. She was asleep by the first stop. He held her and thought back on the day… on his time with her in the museum, the incredible exhibits, the delicious dinner and good conversation his brother and sister-in-law… all of it had been fantastic. He’d rarely enjoyed such a wonderful day.

And he was leaving in just a week. How had the time gone so fast?

Toni jolted in his arms, reacting to whatever she was dreaming about. He tightened his grip around her and dropped a kiss on her forehead, meant to soothe. She calmed right away, stilling in his arms. As if she knew he was there and could relax.

Gavin stared out the window, or tried to; it was so dark outside that all he could see was their reflection in the window. Him holding her, her long curls draped over her shoulder. They looked good together… they looked like they belonged together. Sean’s words, when the two of them had been alone for a few minutes, echoed in his head: “It’s too bad you and Toni can’t stay together. You seem so right for each other… but long distance relationships rarely work. It’s a shame. I feel for ya, brother.”

Sean had nailed it on all counts—it was too bad. And it was a damned shame.

Something Toni said earlier in the day floated back to him through the tiredness that had blanketed his brain. So offhandedly, she’d mentioned she was going to quit her job after all. “Time for a change,” she’d said. An idea sparked in his mind, making his blood run a little faster. She wanted a change? Well, what if she took a huge leap and made a huge change… like moving to Ireland to be with him?

He closed his eyes, huffing out a breath of self-loathing. He must be more drunk and tired than he’d figured, thinking up things like that. He had to be out of his mind. They’d known each other for three weeks. No way could he ever ask that of her…

Because it was insane.

Because he had a split second glimmer of “what if?” that made him want it.

Because she’d say no, of course. Her family and friends were here, her life was here. Why would she ditch all that to take a chance with him? She wouldn’t. And being rejected by her would break his heart… which, he knew now, was already going to break anyway when he left, regardless.


Chapter Fourteen
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Gavin had only been in bed for five minutes, already half asleep, when there was a soft knock on his bedroom door. He rubbed his eyes and called, “Come in.”

The door opened and Toni peeked in, a mischievous grin on her gorgeous face. “Oh good, you’re not asleep yet.”

“Almost was. But this is a nice surprise.” He sat up in bed and motioned for her to come in. She closed the door behind her and sat beside him on the bed. He kissed her before asking, “What’s up? You all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” She stroked his bare forearm, still with that grin on her face. “I thought of something, and then I couldn’t get it out of my head…”

He lay back down, pulling her with him. They curled up in each other’s arms, and her fingers played along his smooth chest.

“Today was such a wonderful, almost magical day,” she said earnestly. “And I thought of a memorable way to finish it. Make it one of the best days ever.” She looked into his eyes. “Interested?”

“Hell, yes. What do you have in mind?”

“Come with me.”

For some reason it felt deliciously wicked, walking onto the deserted beach at midnight, hand in hand under the stars. She held two thick blankets; he held a bottle of red wine. He’d had the foresight to open it in the kitchen so they wouldn’t need a corkscrew, and she’d brushed off the idea of carrying glasses. “We’ll just share from the bottle. No fancy goings on here.”

His heart felt light, and his head slightly dazed. He figured that was a combination of being tired from the long day and being excited by Toni’s suggestion.

They made their way onto the sand, kicking off their flip-flops before walking further down the beach. The sand felt soft and cool between his toes, a nice difference from how hot it could get when the sun blazed down on it.

“It’s so different here at night,” Toni said, her voice content and quiet. “The darkness. And no people… makes it kind of eerie and wonderful at the same time.”

He nodded in agreement. It was as if they’d wandered onto a deserted island, and they were the only inhabitants. The moon was almost full; its shining blue light glimmered off the vast ocean like tiny dancing diamonds. Stars twinkled overhead and a soft breeze came off the water. The only sound was that of the ocean, as the waves crashed rhythmically on the shore. “I love the sound of the sea,” he told her. “It’s so soothing, almost hypnotic. I’m going to miss that.”

She squeezed his hand and stopped walking. “This is a good place.”

He looked around. They were in the middle of the beach, and it was empty. “All right. If you think so.”

“We should be okay.” Toni handed him one of the blankets, then flared out the other across the sand. “The police do checks every hour or so. A cruiser drives out on the sand, looking for teenagers having drinking parties and all that. But if they find us, all they’ll do is tell us to leave. We’re just a couple getting busy, we have no drugs—we won’t get arrested or anything.”

“Good to know,” he said, amused by her train of thought.

She held out her hand for the other blanket, which he gave her. She dropped it along with her flip-flops onto a corner of the blanket, then sat down. She patted the spot next to her and smiled up at him. “Have a seat, Doc.”

Smiling back, he did so, and handed her the bottle of wine. “Ladies first.”

“Thank you, sir.” She raised it to her lips and took a few swallows. “Ah, crap!” She laughed, wiping at her mouth. “Very elegant, dribbling all over myself.”

He leaned in and licked the droplets of wine from the corners of her lips and chin before slanting his mouth over hers. His tongue slipped inside, teasing hers. “You taste fantastic,” he whispered against her mouth, then kissed her again. Her free arm snaked around his neck to hold him as she returned his kisses with matching heat.

“Christ, I can never get enough of you,” he murmured, pulling her closer. “Do you know that? I want you all the time. I’ve never been like this with anyone before.”

She smiled, careful not to spill the bottle of wine she still held at her side. “Same here, to be honest. You drive me crazy with wanting you sometimes…” His hand brushed the underside of her breast, and her breath caught. “Do you know why I wore a sundress under this sweatshirt?” she asked, her voice low and sultry as his lips trailed along her neck.

“No.” He kissed and nibbled and licked at her, greedy and hot.

“I’m not wearing anything underneath it.”

He pulled back to look at her face, and saw her eyes sparkled with seductive purpose. “Really.”

“Yup.”

“You’re killin’ me,” he whispered huskily. He kissed her, hot and hard, then grabbed the wine bottle, took a hearty swallow, and shoved it into the sand, twisting the bottom in deep to keep it secured.

Her hand swept up his leg. “And do you know why I asked you to wear your pajama pants?”

“Ehm… because you wanted me to be comfortable?” he teased.

“Nope.” Her grin widened, and her hand moved further up his thigh.

“Because you’re a wicked seductress?”

“Maybe.”

“Not maybe, sweet. Definitely.”

She kissed him then, her hand sweeping over the already hard bulge in his pants. “Because they’re so easy to take off.” She kissed him again, one hand stroking him while the other played along his stubbled jawline. “I’ve always wanted to have sex out here, on the beach. Never have. I want to with you.”

“Sweet mother of God,” he rasped, eyes locked on hers. “That sounds amazing. But fuck, I didn’t bring any protection.”

“No worries…” A mischievous glint flickered in her eyes as she reached down into the neck of her hoodie. Slowly she pulled a short strip of condoms from her cleavage. “I think of everything.”

He lunged at her, catching her face with both hands as he kissed her more intensely than he ever had. They fell back onto the blanket, a hot, frantic tangle of mouths, tongues, hands, arms, legs. She was right there with him, both of them lost to explosive carnal need.

Within five minutes, she tugged his pants down to his knees, exposing his body to the air before her mouth closed over him. Gavin lay back and closed his eyes, groaning as his hands fisted in her hair. When his breathing went erratic and his hips rocked faster, she stopped. He quickly got the condom on while she hiked her dress up. As soon as he was ready, she straddled him and slid down, slowly taking the hard length of him inside her. He moaned, his hands sliding beneath her dress to move up her legs, grabbing her hips to lift her, then slam her down onto him harder.

She groaned low and a deep shudder ran through her whole body. Slipping her hands beneath his sweatshirt, her hands splayed on his flat belly for support. Her head fell back and she started to ride him slowly, finding her pace, grinding into him as she took him in deeper with each swivel of her hips.

“Christ,” he grunted, his hands moving up to cup her breasts as she worked him. “Good God, you’re amazing, Toni…”

The sounds of the ocean were their background music. Waves crested and crashed on the sand nearby as they moved together in a primal, needy rhythm.

His hands went back to her hips, holding her as he stared up at her. The black sky, sparkling with stars… her head flung back, eyes closed, hair dancing in the breeze and breasts bouncing… it was the most beautiful vision he’d ever seen in his life.

He reached up to touch her cheek, the other hand still firm on her undulating hips, and whispered, “Look at me, sweetheart.”

She did, her eyes dazed and unfocused with passion. Their eyes met and locked.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his breath hitching when she rolled in a slow circle on him, taking him deep. “So beautiful…” He ran his thumb over her lips. She took it into her mouth, sucking briefly before releasing it.

He grabbed her hips firmly with both hands and started moving faster. Thrusting up into her, again she steadied herself, her hair falling into her face as her moans and gasps grew louder. Moving together, their rhythm became frantic, primal, until her legs stiffened around his hips and she cried out his name, her orgasm making her muscles quiver as the sensations battered her. Seeing her erotic climax pushed him over the edge; he dug his fingers into her hips, let out a long, low groan, and released deep inside her. The sound of the waves mixed with his heartbeat roaring in his ears.

She collapsed on him in a boneless heap. He stroked her hair and her back, calming her still trembling body as they both worked to catch their breath.

The waves ebbed and flowed, in and out again, the sounds lulling them into a state of utter peace and tranquility.

I love you, he wanted to tell her. I love you so much. Instead, he pressed a kiss to her mouth, lingering there. She smiled back at him, her eyes heavy-lidded and sated.

Later, after hours of kissing and whispered talk and caresses, she slept soundly on his chest, her head on his shoulder, the top blanket wrapped around them like a cocoon. He listened to her breathing, to the ocean, to the occasional seagull cries as the sky grew lighter. He couldn’t sleep yet, though he was exhausted. It had been probably the best day and night of his life, and he didn’t want it to end. He didn’t want to leave her, and he didn’t want this to be over.

Different possibilities ran through his mind. Could they be together somehow? Was it at all realistic, or possible? He wanted to figure out a way…

He finally fell asleep as the sun dawned, holding her close, their legs intertwined and her hand on his heart.


Chapter Fifteen
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On Monday morning, Toni dragged herself into work. Gavin missed her all day, more than he ever had before. Maybe it was knowing it was his last week there, and their days together were coming to an end. When she got home that night, he had dinner waiting for her. He’d grilled chicken cutlets, red and yellow peppers, squash and zucchini. The table was set for two. She thanked him for his thoughtful gesture and kissed him hard. After dinner, they went for a walk on the boardwalk, hand in hand, the entire length of it. Then they sat on a bench, put their feet up on the heavy silver railing, and watched the ocean undulate and the sun set and the people who walked their dogs or strolled along the beach. Her head fell onto his shoulder, his arm went around her, and they sat together until the sky darkened. Then they went back to the house and straight up to her bedroom.

Tuesday evening, when Toni got home from work, Gavin and Joe were on the couch together, watching TV. “Hi, you guys.” She dumped her leather messenger bag by the staircase and kicked off her heels.

“Hey,” Gavin smiled. His insides brightened and quickened just from seeing her. Today she wore a peach colored, sleeveless silky dress, looking sophisticated and gorgeous. “How was your day?”

“Long,” Toni said. “Glad to be home.”

“You hungry?” Joe asked. “We ordered a pizza for dinner, there’s still some left.”

“We left it on the kitchen table for ya,” Gavin added.

“Thanks. I will in a minute. Just want to sit down first.” Toni flopped into the loveseat and announced, “I took the rest of the week off work. A mini-vacation.”

From his seat on the couch, Gavin’s eyes snapped to hers and his brows shot up. “Really? Can you do that?”

Toni shrugged. “I did it. They weren’t thrilled. I don’t care.” Anna sprinted down the stairs and they exchanged hellos.

“What brought this on?” Gavin asked.

The sides of her mouth curved up sweetly. “Well, you’re only here a few more days, so… I don’t go back until Monday.”

Gavin’s heart thumped and he wondered if she had any idea how happy he was.

“Aww, you crazy lovesick kids,” Joe said, stretching as he rose to stand. “You’re adorable. Adorable, I say! Talk about a hookup that went right.”

“Shut up, you,” Toni laughed, even as Gavin’s face creased in a pleased grin.

“He’s right, though. You guys are lovely together. Glad it worked out so well, or this could’ve been a long month,” Anna said, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “Well, I’m off to work.” She leaned over the back of the couch to smack a kiss on the top of Gavin’s head, then fixed her hair. “See you all in the mornin’.”

“I’m going for a bike ride,” Joe said. “Wait, I’ll come out with you.”

Gavin and Toni were alone. He grinned, turned off the flat screen, and motioned with his chin for her. She got up and moved to sit next to him on the couch.

“So. Do you have any plans tonight, Doc?” she asked.

“I have no plans tonight except to be with you.” He smiled.

She cradled his head in her hands and started kissing him, slow and languid and sweet. He made a sound from deep in his throat that delighted her as he lowered her back to lie on the couch. Sweeping off his glasses, he placed them on the coffee table next to the remote before shifting to lie on top of her. Cuddled and smiling, their arms entwined around each other as the kisses went on, delicious and deep. Her hands slid under his shirt and trailed up his smooth back as he greedily kissed and nibbled on her throat and neck.

“Thank you, by the way,” he said.

“For what?” she asked.

“For taking the rest of the week off work so we can spend time together. That’s… it’s fantastic, really.” He pulled back to stare down at her.

“I want to spend as much time with you as I can,” she admitted, her cheeks staining pink. “Yesterday, and today, you were all I could think about. And knowing you were home, and I was there, when I could’ve—should’ve—been here with you? I told them today I needed to take some days.”

“You’re wonderful,” he murmured into her skin. “Magnificent…” His teeth scraped along her skin, making her shiver. “Incredible…”

“Keep going,” she said, and they laughed together before he took her mouth in a passionate, possessive kiss.

The doorbell rang.

Gavin lifted his head and looked up at it, then down at Toni. “To interrupt kissing like this must be illegal,” he said. “We shouldn’t answer it.”

She giggled and patted his ass. “Go see who it is. I’ll wait right here.”

He harrumphed but grinned at her as he climbed off and went to open the door. A nicely dressed, well groomed couple he’d never seen stood before him, probably in their late fifties or early sixties if he had to guess. He was fair-haired and fair-skinned, she was dark-haired and olive skinned, with wide dark eyes that were scrutinizing him intently. “Hello,” he said. “Can I help you?”

“Hi there,” the woman said, studying him with a frown. “Who are you?”

“Mom?” Toni’s quickly rolled off the couch and stepped up behind Gavin, wide-eyed. “Dad? What are you two doing here?”

“We were in the neighborhood,” Toni’s mother smiled, her eyes still glued to Gavin. “So we thought we’d drop by and say hello.”

“You’re never in this neighborhood,” Toni said flatly. She looked to her father. “You’ll tell me the truth, won’t you? This is a setup?”

“Nice! Very nice!” Maria cried.

“Ehm, why don’t you both come in,” Gavin suggested, moving aside.

Toni blew out a sigh as her parents came further into the living room and Gavin closed the door behind them. She narrowed her eyes at her mother, who narrowed hers back. “Surprise attack,” Toni whispered hotly. “Nice move.”

“We just missed you,” her father said. “Take it easy.”

At her father’s calm tone, Toni relaxed a little, as she always did. She held out a hand to Gavin, who was standing behind them looking slightly puzzled. He went around them to take her hand as she said, “Mom, Dad, this is Gavin McKinnon. He’s Anna’s brother, he’s been here visiting her for a few weeks.” She tipped her face up to him. “Gavin, these are my parents, Maria and Peter Westmore.”

“Pleasure to meet you both,” Gavin said, extending his hand. “You have quite a lovely daughter.”

“We certainly think so,” Peter smiled, firmly shaking the outstretched hand.

“Oooh, that accent!” Maria smiled. “That’s so charming.”

Gavin grinned and said, “And here I was thinkin’ the same about yours.”

Maria chuckled, and Toni knew her mother was warming to him already. Her whole body relaxed and she leaned into Gavin’s side. His arm slid around her waist. “You’re both doctors, Dad.”

“Really?” Peter looked to Gavin. “What specialty?”

“General now,” Gavin answered, “but I’m switchin’ to pediatrics in the fall.”

“Well, you’ll have plenty to talk about then,” Maria said. She turned her smile on her daughter.

“You’re staying?” Toni asked.

“For a little while. If that’s all right,” Maria said, beaming her smile then to Gavin instead of Toni.

Oooh, you’re smooth, Mom, Toni thought with twinges of temper and amusement.

“Of course it is!” Gavin said, pleasant as always and seemingly unruffled. “Have you eaten dinner yet? Would you like something to eat, or maybe a glass of wine?”

“We did have dinner already, in town,” Maria said. With a glance to her daughter, she added, “We went to Luigi’s. It was all right. But my sauce is better.”

“No one’s compares to yours, my dear,” Peter said, putting a hand to the small of his wife’s back.

“Smart man,” Toni muttered, tossing a wink at her dad.

“A glass of wine sounds nice,” Maria said.

“Of course,” Toni said, giving up. “Come on in.”

“Where are all your roommates?” Maria asked as they all moved further into the living room.

“Anna and Wren are both working,” Toni said. “They work nights. And Joe went for a bike ride on the boardwalk.”

“So it’s just us four here?”

“Yup,” Toni said.

“Hope we’re not interrupting anything,” Peter said.

“No, it’s fine, Dad. Sit tight, we’ll go grab some wine.”

Peter and Maria made themselves comfortable on the couch. When Toni and Gavin went into the kitchen, she grasped his forearm and whispered, “I’m sorry about this. I had no idea they were coming here tonight. We’ve been ambushed.”

“Why would they ambush you?” Gavin whispered back as he retrieved a bottle of Riesling from the refrigerator.

Toni went to the cabinet for the wine glasses. “Because I haven’t seen them in a few weeks, so my mom must’ve decided to drop by unannounced.”

“Does she do that often?”

“No.” She placed four goblets on the counter. “I think she really wanted to grill me about you.”

He turned to her, brows lifted, and put the bottle beside the glasses. “You told her about me?”

Toni’s cheeks flushed pink. “Yeah. Last week. Just a little bit… is that okay?”

“Of course it is.” He hauled her in for a lingering kiss. “But you didn’t want me to meet them, I’m assumin’?”

Her mouth fell open as she tried to think of the right way to put it. “That’s not it. No, you’re great, they’re great, but it’s just…”

The light left his eyes and his voice pitched low. “You weren’t going to introduce me to them because you only do that with someone you’re serious about, and we’re just a short fling. I understand.”

“Yes,” she said. “But at the same time, no. Let me explain.”

“No need,” he said, pulling away.

She grabbed his arm and repeated firmly, “Let me explain.”

He stilled and waited, going silent.

“Yes, at first, that’s absolutely how it would have been,” Toni began. “I wouldn’t introduce someone I wasn’t seeing seriously to my family. Why do that to the guy, or to them? It gives a false message all around. That’s not right.”

Gavin nodded, his lips flattening into a hard line.

“But with you…” Her eyes held his, wondering how to say enough without saying too much, or if she should even say anything at all. But the wounded look on his face… she had to tell him some of it. “It’s different. You’re special, Gavin. And this—” she gestured between them “—has turned into something I never thought it would. I wasn’t expecting it to… I wasn’t expecting anything. Just some fun times, some good sex…” She drew a shaky breath. “I never expected to fall for you. And I have. Big time.”

His eyes warmed and rounded, his set mouth relaxed, and he edged closer.

“I don’t mind you meeting my parents,” she said. “It’s not like I’m embarrassed. I didn’t want you to be uncomfortable. Maybe you didn’t want to meet any of my family, you know? And now here they are, and you don’t have a choice, and I—”

He silenced her with a long, sumptuous kiss. Then he leaned his forehead against hers and said, “I’ve fallen for you too, Toni. Hard. And from the sound of it, we’re both surprised by it. And confused and conflicted, all of that…”

She laid her head against his chest and held onto him. She could hear the strong, heavy beats of his heart. “And you’re leaving.”

His eyes slipped closed as he enfolded her in his embrace. “Aye,” he whispered. He rested his chin on top of her head. “But we both feel it, right? It’s real. This isn’t some casual fling anymore. You feel more for me, like I do for you?”

“Yes.” Her arms tightened around his waist and she tried to breathe him in. “Hold me.”

They stood that way for a minute, drinking in each other’s presence, letting the game-changing words roll around in their heads.

Then she pulled back. “My parents.”

“They’re waiting.” He smoothed her hair back from her eyes and gazed down at her. “We’re goin’ to talk about this more later. But for now, c’mon. Let me go impress the parents.”

“You don’t have to do anything of the sort,” she insisted softly. “You just be you. That’s more than impressive enough.”

He grinned warmly and ran his hands down the curly curtain of her hair. Pressing a kiss to her forehead, he took two of the glasses and the bottle of wine and led her back out to the living room.
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“I’ll walk you two out to the car,” Toni said as her parents headed for the door.

Her father smiled at Gavin and shook his hand. “Nice talking with you. Good luck with everything, and have a safe trip back.”

“Thank you, sir,” Gavin said. “Pleasure meetin’ you both. Truly.”

“I’m so glad we met you, too,” Maria said. “You take care of yourself.”

“Aye, and you, too.” He shook her hand as well, smiling kindly.

“I’ll be back in a few,” Toni said over her shoulder.

“Take your time,” Gavin replied. “I’ll be out on the deck.”

Toni linked one arm through each of her parents’ arms as they went down the front steps. “Nice sneak attack. You’re lucky I love you both so much.”

“It was your mother’s idea,” Peter said.

“I don’t doubt it for a second.”

“I’m not sorry,” Maria said. “I didn’t expect Gavin to be there; that was a lucky bonus. And oh, Toni, what a sweet, charming guy he is.”

“Yeah, he is,” Toni murmured with a little grin.

“And a doctor? You could do much worse,” Maria joked, throwing her husband a wink.

“I can’t do much of anything, Mom,” Toni said. “He’s leaving on Sunday night, remember? Back to Ireland? Across the ocean?”

“So?” Peter said. “What, you’re never going to see each other again? That’s ludicrous. Nowadays there’s email, texting, Skype… and you can see each other a few times a year.”

Toni unlinked herself from her parents to gape at her father. “Really.”

“Sure, why not? He’s clearly crazy about you, it’s written all over his face.”

“Oh, God, yes,” Maria jumped in. “That man is smitten. I’m sure he’ll want to see you. Like your father said, you can—”

“No.” Toni shook her head, her throat thick and her eyes burning. “Long distance relationships rarely work out. Especially this long a distance. I’m letting him go. When he leaves, that’ll be it.”

Maria frowned hard and said, “But, honey—”

“Leave her be,” Peter said, taking his wife by the arm and opening her car door for her. “We’ve intruded enough for one night.”

Toni hugged her father and kissed her cheek. “Thanks,” she whispered.

“I love you, honey.” Peter tweaked her nose playfully. “It was good seeing you. Come to the house soon for dinner or something, all right?”

“I will, Dad. I love you, too.”

He walked around to the driver’s side and got in while Toni leaned down to hug her mother.

“I’m not done with you,” Toni kidded. “That was an ambush. No fair.”

“I’m not done with you either,” Maria said. “I like him. But you love him.”

Toni closed the car door. “Good night, Mom.”

“I’ll call you soon,” Maria warned.

“I’m sure you will.” Toni stepped back and gave a little wave as her parents drove away. A warm breeze blew up the block; it was a splendid night. She looked up briefly at the starry sky, then went back to the house. Gavin had already cleared and washed the four wine glasses and put the empty bottle in the recycling bin. She opened the sliding door to the deck, and he looked up from his lounge chair.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“I like your parents. Lovely people.”

“They liked you too. Very much.”

“That’s good…” He rose from the chair, looking her over, ambivalence coming off him in waves. “Can we talk some more? About the things we said earlier?”

“Sure. But in bed.” Toni gave a crooked grin, hoping to distract him. “I want you naked, next to my naked. All night. I don’t have to go to work tomorrow.”

“We were interrupted before…” He smiled as he walked to her, then took her in his arms. “But I want to talk as well.”

“Talk later,” she said. “You were kissing me, and I was swooning, and then the doorbell rang.” She stood on tiptoe to press a kiss to his mouth. He cupped the back of her neck and held her to him, deepening the kiss.

“Toni…” He held her gaze. “I want to talk.”

Something in her chest fluttered anxiously. “I know. But…” She kissed him again, and again. “After.”

“Promise me,” he murmured, his tone serious. “You’ll not distract me from this one, no matter how much I always want you.”

The anxiety rolled up her chest into her throat. Her eyes flickered away, but his arms only tightened around her.

“Let’s go upstairs,” he said. “You mentioned somethin’ about naked. But after that, we’re going to talk.”


Chapter Sixteen
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Gavin woke slowly. Hazy morning sunlight poured in through Toni’s window, golden and promising.

He turned his head to look at her sleeping beside him, her wild curls everywhere. Brushing them back from her face with a tender caress, he stared at her, his eyes leisurely taking in her features in a close-up study. The fan of her long, dark lashes, the arch of her brow, the feel of her smooth, tanned skin. Kissed by the summer sun, her Italian DNA had taken over and naturally bronzed her. She was so bloody beautiful it made his heart give a little pang every time he looked at her.

His fingertips traced over her high cheekbones, the luscious bow of her lips. She stirred and cuddled closer to him, seeking him in her sleep. The softness of her full breasts pressed against his side, and the lush warmth of her curvy body felt like home.

Christ, he loved her so much. He didn’t want to leave her, to be so far away, to not see her or be with her… surely there had to be a way, something they could do…

Overwhelmed with a rush of emotion, he wrapped her in his arms and cradled her tight. They needed to sort this out.

They hadn’t talked last night after all; she’d jumped him as soon as they got to her bedroom, and even though he knew she was in part trying to distract him, he’d been all too happy to comply. They’d both fallen asleep soon after. Since she wasn’t going to work, he’d stayed in her room. And waking up with her next to him, warm and soft and sweet in his arms… he adored it. He wished he could do it every day.

Leaning in, he tenderly dropped a kiss on her lips, then started nuzzling her neck, kissing and nipping at her skin as his hands slid lower. A low purr of satisfaction came from her and she opened her eyes, smiling. Her fingers ran through his hair. “Good morning,” she murmured, her voice still husky from sleep.

“Good morning,” he echoed, nibbling his way up the side of her neck, along her jaw, until his lips sealed to hers.

“Stop! Wait, I need to brush my teeth,” she said, shoving him back with slight embarrassment.

“No ya don’t. I don’t care,” he said, going in for another kiss.

They lay in each other’s arms, kissing and caressing, until the passion sparked as it always seemed to if they touched for more than twenty seconds. But this time, there was no frantic rush, no carnal need. They took it slowly, a deliciously sumptuous exploration of each other. Their embrace went from languid kisses and slow caresses; to more insistent movements, building with need; until they were burning with heat, their desires igniting into passionate urgency. Gavin reached to the night stand for the strip of condoms they’d left out last night and tore at the foil. Toni kissed his chest, her hands roaming over his smooth, toned body as he got it on, then positioned himself between her thighs. Both his hands smoothed her hair back from her face and her eyes slipped closed as he teased her, grinding along her wetness but not entering her yet.

“You’re torturing me,” she whimpered. Her legs wrapped around him as she arched up her hips to grind against him, needing the delicious friction, the pressure, the feel of every inch of his body along hers.

But he stopped moving. “Toni,” he whispered. “Look at me, love.”

Her eyes opened and her breath caught at the intensity in his stare, at his husky erotic command. When their eyes locked, he pushed into her slowly, going deep. She sighed as a long, delicious shudder skittered over her whole body. Never breaking eye contact, he softly kissed her lips, then started to move inside her. He held her face as their hips rocked together in a primal rhythm, as his eyes bore into hers, as their heavy breathing turned to heavier panting and their limbs intertwined. “Keep your eyes on mine,” he commanded in a whisper. “Let me look at you.”
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This was different. Toni saw it in his face, felt it crackling in the air around them. The tenderness and intensity were almost too much to take. This wasn’t one of their typical fun romps, or mindless, wild jungle sex… he was making love to her, in every sense of the term. It stunned her, resonating deep within her core. His kisses, his caresses, the way he looked into her eyes… no man had ever looked at her with such open affection, such adoration. And she adored him, too. She loved him, God help her, she was so completely in love with him.

His gaze locked on hers, they moved as one… she’d never felt a connection like this in her life. She couldn’t explain it, couldn’t put it into words, but she felt it, and it was astonishing. Her heart thumped wildly as that realization hooked its claws into her.

A sheen of sweat covered them as they took their time, luxuriating in the feel of one another, savoring every sensation. When he drove faster, harder, she arched to meet him with every thrust, working together to bring release. Her orgasm hit hard and she cried out, clinging to him, head thrown back in mindless ecstasy. He followed her over the brink, burying his face in her neck with a long, low groan as his body tensed, holding her so tight and so close she almost couldn’t breathe.

He collapsed on top of her, both of them gasping and panting and wrapped around each other. After a minute, he lifted his head, looked into her eyes, and said, “I love you, Toni.” He swept stray curls back from her sweaty forehead. “I love you.”

She stared back at him, her heart expanding in her chest. Before she knew it, she was whispering back, “I love you, too. I’m not just saying it back because you said it. I really do love you, Gavin.”

He smiled, electric blue eyes alight, and kissed her firmly. “I never expected this. This is amazing,” he murmured in a daze.

“It is. But it’s also awful,” she whispered. “You’re leaving in five days.” She shook her head and her eyes got glassy. “What are we going to do?”


Chapter Seventeen
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Gavin stared back into her eyes, watching her features change and fill with melancholy. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve been mulling that over myself.”

“You have?”

“Aye. For days, now. Because the thought of not being with you…” The muscles in his jaw tightened. He kissed her again. “I didn’t expect to find you, Toni. But now that I have, and we feel so right together… I can’t just let ya go. I don’t want to.”

He couldn’t read her. She looked scared and sad and happy and moved, all at the same time. So many emotions flickered through those hazel eyes, he couldn’t keep up. But she didn’t say anything. He had no idea what to make of that. Was she even breathing? She was still wrapped around him, beneath him, but she was still as stone.

Realizing he was still inside her, he withdrew slowly and rolled out of bed. He reached for the tissues, his back to her. “Tell ya what,” he said over his shoulder. “Why don’t we shower, have some breakfast. Go down to the deck, or the beach. Just hang out for a while. And we’ll talk. But for real this time. No distractions.”

“That sounds good,” she said. “You go first, you take a faster shower than me.”

He turned back to her, leaned down to tip up her chin, and sealed a long kiss to her lips. “Meet ya downstairs. I’ll make coffee.”

He grabbed his shorts and pulled them back on, then picked up the rest of his clothes and left the room. He hoped he’d played it right; being casual, yet still insisting they talk about what had just happened. Because if there were ever a picture perfect example for the word “unsure”, it had just been Toni Westmore’s wide-eyed face.
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By the time Toni walked into the kitchen, the coffee was made, bagels were toasted, and Gavin was pushing scrambled eggs from a pan onto their plates.

“Oh, my God,” she smiled, going to him. “You’re a doctor, an incredible lover, and you cook, too? You can’t be real. You’re a fairy tale, right?”

“I’m a man of many talents,” he grinned back. He put the empty pan back on the stove, then took her into his arms, locking his fingers at the small of her back as he leaned down for a kiss. “But I assure you I’m no fairy tale. I’m very real. With many flaws, like anyone else.”

“Still. Men as good as you aren’t supposed to exist,” she murmured. “I haven’t been with any, until you.”

“I’m far from perfect, Toni.”

“I didn’t say perfect. I said good. Genuinely good. Which you are. Perfect doesn’t exist. Besides…” She sighed and lifted her hands to his face. The gold morning stubble on his jaw felt deliciously masculine beneath her fingers. “If you were perfect, you wouldn’t be leaving.”

“Ah. True.” His forehead rested against hers. “I wish I didn’t have to yet.”

“Me too,” she whispered. “And so soon. I want—need—more time with you.”

“I feel the same. I wish… Christ, I wish a lot of things.” He pressed a kiss to her mouth and gestured to the table. “Sit, eat while it’s still warm.”

Both ravenously hungry, they almost cleared their plates before sitting back to sip their coffee and launch into a discussion.

“There’s phone calls, email, texting, and Skype,” he began. “That’s a lot, all good. The everyday contact. But also, you’ll visit me when you can, and I’ll come visit you. Every three months, perhaps? We can take turns, though I’ll likely come here more often since Sean and Anna are here, too. But Toni…” He reached for her hands. “This can’t just be over when I leave on Sunday night. This can’t be the end of us. We just found each other.”

She gaped at him as her heart thudded. “I feel the same way.”

“Good.” He intertwined their fingers while holding her gaze. “I want you in my life. So let’s figure this out, together. You want that too, right?”

“I do. And I love everything you’re saying,” she said. “But… how realistic is it? I mean, right now we’re together, so it seems like anything’s possible. But long distance relationships… especially an across the ocean kind of long distance… they rarely work.”

He frowned. “I know. But if we want to make it work, we make it work.”

“That’s very romantic. But I just…” Her face flushed and her eyes flickered away. “You’ll get tired of it after a while, won’t you? It’ll start out great, but you’ll get tired of the distance, the extra work, and slowly slip away. And I don’t think I could take that.”

His mouth set in a thin line as he stared at her. He squeezed her hands, willing her to look at him. “Do ya think that little of me?”

“No!” she said. “I’m just trying to be realistic.”

“No, you’re speculating. I won’t slip away from you. Hell, I can’t get enough of you. I told you from the beginning, I’m a sure bet, remember?” She grinned at their inside joke, and he grinned back with a moment of relief. “Toni, I think you’re scared witless. So you’re already looking for a reason for it not to work. I get that.” His thumbs rubbed the back of her hands, trying to soothe. “But if this has a shot at bein’ anything, you have to trust me more. I trust you, Toni. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be suggesting all these ways to make this work. If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t love you. And I do love you.”

Her eyes welled up. “God, you take my breath away.” She sniffed hard, willing back the threatening tears. “You’re saying all the right things. I want so much to believe this could work out somehow—”

“Then believe it will, and it will,” he said. “I know that sounds cliché, but it really is that simple.”

She rose from her seat and climbed onto his lap. He held her close and kissed her. “I love you, too,” she said quietly. “I’ve never felt this way about someone, much less someone I’ve only known a handful of weeks. But I know what I feel is real. I want you so much. And yes, that scares the hell out of me. You’re right on that.”

His hand swept up and down her back as he murmured, “Honestly? I’m a wee bit scared as well. But I want you in my life enough to take the risk.”

She slanted her mouth over his, soft kisses of pure affection.

“One step at a time,” he whispered. “We’ll just take it one step at a time, and see what happens. You with me?”

“Gavin…” She bit down on her lip. “I’m with you. I want this. But what happens if we try this and it doesn’t work?”

“Toni.” He stared into her eyes, compelling her. “Antonella Josefina.” The side of his mouth twitched, a hint of a grin. “What happens if we try this and it does?”

She stared back, her mind reeling. She wanted to try. She wanted to believe. “I’ve disliked my name my whole life, but when you say it, it sounds like music.” Her arms slid around his neck, and his tightened around her waist. “It’s like you said. This feels so right. I just found you. I don’t want to lose you yet.” Her tears wet the side of his neck. “I don’t want to lose you at all.”

“I don’t want that either. So believe in me. In us.” He kissed her temple and rubbed her back. “We can make this work, Toni. I know we can.”

That made her throat tighten. Without knowing it, he’d just hit on another part of her deeper hesitance. No one knew how Mike’s nastiness had shaped her and her subsequent choices. She’d kind of half-assed dating and relationships, never really dug all in and stuck with it. The only thing she’d ever committed to heart and soul was getting her art history degree. But not a good job, not a good man… because if she didn’t put herself out there, she couldn’t fail at it. Mike’s degradation had worn her down, smashed her self-esteem. By the time she graduated, she’d toned down her ambitions… because she was no longer sure if she was good enough. If she played it safe, she couldn’t get hurt.

But now, with Gavin… her heart was throwing her all in, whether she liked it or not. She didn’t want to play it safe. She wanted him too much. Enough to try, to believe.

“Yes.” She nodded and sniffled against his skin. “Okay. Yes, we’ll do this.”

They sat holding each other close for a few minutes until she lifted her head and wiped her eyes. “There’s so much to take in. I need you to understand. I am happy, but overwhelmed at the same time. A little terrified. I mean…”

“I know,” he said, rubbing her back. “Same here.” He cupped her chin in his hand. “I do understand. That’s why I won’t let you go.”

She kissed him hard, the feelings all flooding her. “Come on. Let’s go have our coffee out on the deck. We’re missing a gorgeous day.”
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The days and nights flew by too quickly. Toni thought she might be running on pure adrenaline. She and Gavin just fit. They’d found each other and they were crazy happy—silly with it, dizzy with it. They spent the days outside, soaking up sun and fresh air either on the deck or on the beach. They made dinner together or went out, and spent some time at the Nest each evening to be with Anna. But late nights were theirs, going back to her bedroom and locking the door. Along with the steamy lovemaking, they were always talking, asking questions to know more about each other, discussing the minutiae, the important, and everything in between.

Already they’d decided that he’d come to visit her for Christmas and stay for ten days, especially since Sean and Cassandra’s baby would arrive by then. The fall would be too busy for him, starting in pediatrics, so she’d try to go to visit him in Ireland in the end of September or beginning of October for a few days. It depended on her job situation at that point. That was something she still stayed noncommittal about.

Her doubts and fears had been raised again. Her relationship with Gavin made her believe in herself in a way she hadn’t in years… but could she parlay that into a better job, putting herself out there again? She’d never realized what a little cocoon she’d made herself in the gallery. It was safe, and she hated it. She’d imprisoned herself.

Late on Saturday night, they lay in bed, curled into each other amidst tangled sheets. The only noise in the room was the low hum of her air conditioner. Compared to the heavy panting and moans just a few minutes before, the room felt quiet and still. Her head rested on his shoulder as her fingers trailed along his chest, around his nipples, down his side and up again.

“Tomorrow’s our last day together,” he murmured. “Twenty-four hours from now, I’ll be on the plane.”

“Shhhhh.” She quieted him with a kiss. “I can’t take it. Please let’s not talk about it, not tonight. We can start being sad tomorrow.”

He nodded and pulled her closer. They lay that way for a long time, holding each other and caressing every inch of skin their hands could reach.

Then, just as she started to fall asleep, he said, “Toni, remember when we were at the Met, and you said it was time for a change?”

“Sure,” she said. “God, that was such a perfect day.”

“It was. One of the best ever.” He smiled and kissed her forehead. “You meant you wanted to change your job, right?”

“Yeah. Why?” Her always greedy hands traveled up his chest, needing contact.

“And you’ve spoken about needing an advanced degree,” he continued. “That it’s somethin’ you’d like to pursue, perhaps with bank loans or whatever, right?”

“Yeeeesss…” She lifted her head to look at his face. “Where are you going with this?”

He stared at her for a long beat, then said, “I’ve been thinking. And I… know what, wait a minute. I want to get something.” He got out of bed, put on his glasses and pulled on his athletic shorts, and left the room. When he returned two minutes later, he held a sheath of papers. Sitting on the bed, he held it out to her and said, “I wondered… I researched some things, and I wonder if you’ll have a look at it.”

Toni’s brows furrowed as she sat up, tucking the sheet beneath her arms. “Sure. What is it?”

Gavin handed her the papers. As she glanced over the top page, he watched her with breath held, trying to gauge her reaction. He watched her eyes fly wide, then spots of color slowly spread on her cheeks.

“Are you suggesting what I think you are?” she choked out.

“Why not? You said you wanted to do this…” He leaned over and thumbed through the pages, finding the one he wanted her to see most. “Look, all the information’s there. Trinity College has an advanced degree program in art history that completely suits you. You do this, with the experience ya already have? The kind of job you want will be yours for the taking. And if you go full-time, you’d be done in a year; if not, you could do it in two.”

She looked from his face, down to the papers she held, back up to his face again. “You can’t be serious.”

His gaze intensified along with his voice as he said, “I’m dead serious. Come to Ireland, Toni. I want you with me.”


Chapter Eighteen
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“What?” Toni stared at Gavin in shock and sputtered, “Move to Ireland? Get my degree there? I… I can’t…”

“You can’t what?”

“I can’t believe you’re suggesting this. I mean…”

“I love you.” His hands covered hers. “Knowing I have to leave soon has been harder each day. Like some life clock is ticking the minutes away on my good times, until I have to leave you, and I don’t want to. So I thought about what ya said, what you’ve been sayin’. How ya hate your job, want to get an advanced degree, do something more…” He drew a deep breath, anxiety pricking him at the look on her face. “I figured, well, if you’re goin’ to do that eventually, why not now? Why not move to Ireland, give it a shot, try it for a year? The program is top notch, worthy of you. You could get your degree… be with me…”

His eyes held hers as he felt her hands start to tremble in his. “And if it goes well, and we’re solid, maybe… well, who knows?” He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed all her knuckles one by one. “Could be an adventure, Toni. A fresh start, with a man who’s absolutely mad for ya. Why not take a chance? Not just on me, on us, but on yourself.”

Her mouth and throat were so dry now; it was as if she’d swallowed cotton. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was so dreamy and idyllic and perfect that it terrified her down to her core. I can’t do this. I’m not good enough to get into that program. I can’t.

Throwing back the sheets, she got out of bed and went to her dresser. She grabbed and pulled on a pair of panties, then snatched the mint green sundress from where she’d let it drop to the floor and yanked it on over her head.

“Talk to me,” he said quietly, watching her.

“I will. I just… I need to think,” she murmured, heading for the door.

Frowning hard, he stood and reached for her arm. “Toni. I know it’s a lot all at once, but talk to me.”

“There’s so much in my head, I don’t know where to start,” she rasped. “I need to process all this. I need to think about it…” She slid her arm from his grasp and looked around, her heart pounding wildly against her ribs. Her hand came up to rub her chest, which felt tight. “I, um… I need something to drink. I’ll be back in a minute.”

He nodded, still watching her with concern. “I’ll wait for you here.”

She nodded back absently and went down the stairs, into the kitchen. Her heartbeat was erratic, and she tried to take slow, deep breaths to calm herself.

What the hell just happened? her mind screamed. Move to Ireland? Get a degree at Trinity College? Be with him… whaaaat?

She leaned against the sliding door to stare outside, still rubbing her constricted chest with tiny circles of her fingers. Too many thoughts… the look on his face… she stared out into the night, longing to breathe the salty air and feel the water tickle her feet while she got her head together…

Next thing she knew, she was outside, walking the half block to the beach by herself in a daze. Her heart still thumped hard as she tried to calm the chaos in her head. Cars drove by, and voices of people out for their Saturday night bar crawls echoed through the air. They felt intrusive, jarring, and irritated her even more. She needed peace. She needed to think, and to do that alone.

Hitting the sand, she reached down, pulled off her flip-flops, and made her way across the beach towards the water. The sand had cooled in the nighttime and felt wonderfully soft under her bare feet. Warm, thick winds blew her hair around; the humidity was so heavy she could feel it like mist against her bare arms. The welcome, familiar salty scent of the ocean floated on the air, calling her to it like a siren’s song.

She stood by the water’s edge, letting the strong winds push her hair back from her face. The water crept in and out, caressing her feet. A chill floated over her skin, and she wrapped her arms around herself. It was only then she realized she was trembling, and it wasn’t from the warm, soupy night air.

Gavin wanted her to move to Ireland?!?

He must be insane. She couldn’t possibly do that! They were just too new. Yes, there was a strong connection between them, almost unexplainable, but they’d known each other for a month. He wanted her to leave everything she knew? To give up her room in the beach house, quit her job, leave her family… not just the state, but the country! What if she did—uprooted everything and went there—and it didn’t work out? Then where would she be, what would she do?

What if he was wrong, and she wasn’t good enough to get in to the program at Trinity? She’d been letting her skills and mind rust slowly at the gallery. What if her edge was gone? Her head for studies, too? Or, what if she actually got in and couldn’t cut it? Or worse, what if she didn’t get in at all, when Gavin obviously thought she was capable? He’d be so disappointed, disillusioned, that surely he’d think of her differently. Or, what if she did get through the program, but then not get a better job?

She rubbed her bare arms to fight off the chills skittering over her.

And why on earth was a whisper in her heart urging her to dive in and do it?

Maybe she was as insane as he was.

She stared out at the water, a mass of moving, undulating darkness, trying to let the sound of the waves soothe her as it usually did. It wasn’t working tonight. This was too serious. Somehow she knew whatever happened now, whatever decision she made, would affect her whole future.

For what felt like a long time, she stood and stared out at the ocean, at how the moonlight danced and shimmered off the crests of the waves, magical and beautiful.

“Toni.”

She turned. Gavin was only a few feet behind her. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness enough that she could see him clearly. Standing there, his posture rigid and his hands shoved into the pockets of his shorts, the waves of distress coming off him were palpable. The wind ruffled his short hair, the moonlight glinted off his glasses, and she wanted to both run to him and away from him at the same time.

“When you said you wanted a drink,” he murmured, “I didn’t think ya meant down here.”

She gnawed on her lips, holding herself tighter. “I didn’t… I don’t even know how I got out here.”

His already furrowed brows creased deeper. “I waited for fifteen minutes, thinking you maybe just wanted some space to think. But when I went downstairs, you were gone. I had a feeling you might be out here. Just a hunch.”

“You know me that well already,” she whispered, her gaze falling away.

“I don’t know about that,” he said wryly. “After all, I thought you’d come back upstairs after ya got a glass of water.”

She stared down at her feet, watching the patterns the tides made around her feet as a wave flowed in, sinking her toes deeper beneath the wet sand.

“I didn’t think it was safe for you to be out here by yourself,” he said, his voice low and tight. “If you don’t want to talk right now, that’s fine. Won’t say a word if you don’t want me to. But I’ll not let ya stay here on your own. I’ll just stand close by.”

Her eyes burned with tears. He was such a good man. A deeply good person, who obviously loved her. And she’d hurt him. It was in his eyes, in his voice, and that tore at her. Why didn’t she know how to handle this better?

“It’s not fair to you,” she blurted out. “You’re so good, and I’m a mess. I don’t know what to do or say, I took off on you, and here you are looking out for my safety like a damn Boy Scout.”

“I’m no Boy Scout,” he said. “I’m pretty upset right now. But I’m not going to let that keep me from lookin’ out for ya. That’s not who I am.”

She tried to swallow back the lump in her throat. It felt like a fist had lodged there. She knew who he was—one of the best men she’d ever met in her life. And she loved him for it more than he could imagine. But right now, her mind was in a tailspin, and she was flailing. Unable to speak, she nodded, and they stood together in silence.

“I wasn’t trying to push you into doing somethin’ you don’t want to do,” he finally said. “Nor was I trying to tell ya to cut and run from here solely to be with me. You have so much goin’ for you, Toni. You could make a good life for yourself anywhere, without me. Or in Dublin, with me. But…” He rubbed the back of his neck and stared out at the ocean. “I was tryin’ to think of ways for us to stay together. And for you to have more and a better reason to come to Dublin than just to be with me.” He sighed as he admitted, “The program at Trinity seemed like a great idea, except for such a big move, of course…”

The sweeter and more reasonable he was, the more her fears taunted and tugged at her. She felt the beginning stirrings of a panic attack and she hadn’t had one in years.

She finally faced him and cried, “But it is a big move! And why should I have to give up my whole life for us to make this work? I’m the one who’d have to leave everything and everyone I know, for a maybe. That’s scary as hell, Gavin! What if I go, and then you… or the program… I just…” She kicked at the sand, making water splash. “You’ve known me such a short time. You’re willing to, what—let me stay at your place for a year or so while I get my degree? Just like that?”

“Aye,” he said quietly.

She shook her head, gaping at him. “Why would you do that?”

He looked at her as if she’d started speaking another language. “Why wouldn’t I do that? That’s what you do when you love someone, you help them. You know, be there for them, support them in all ways possible?”

His words were like a gut-punch. “No one’s ever done that for me,” she whispered hotly. Her eyes welled again as she fought to keep her composure. “Except my parents, of course. But I stand on my own.”

“Maybe I want to stand with you,” he murmured. His eyes held hers and he took a step towards her. “Simply because I love you and I believe in you. And I want to give us a real chance.”

A tear slipped from her eye and she wiped it away impatiently. She’d never known such kindness and generosity from a man before. She realized she didn’t know what to do with it. That it scared her to death.

“I was with Siobhan for four years,” he said. “I thought I wanted to marry her. And I never, ever felt with her, in four years together, the way you’ve made me feel in four weeks.” He shook his head, helpless. “Toni, is this too good to be true? No. It’s just that good because it’s the real thing. I’d have to be daft not to want to make that last.”

Her heart lurched in her chest and she held herself tight, rubbing her bare arms. Why was she so cold? She couldn’t stop the shaking. He stood there, waiting for a response, but she couldn’t formulate a coherent one. There were so many thoughts bouncing around in her head… a throbbing started to pound behind her eyes and her chest felt tight. She rubbed her temples. “I can’t be expected to make a huge decision like this in a night.”

His lips pressed into a hard line and he nodded.

“I don’t want to do the wrong thing,” she whispered. “I’m… I’m scared. I admit it.” She looked up to the sky, to the stars above, twinkling as if they were laughing at her. Warm waves crashed and rushed in around their feet, submerging them in the surf. “I need more time… I just…”

“You’re right,” he said quietly.

“What?”

“You’re right,” he repeated. “You shouldn’t feel pressured to make a fast decision. About anything, but especially something like this. You shouldn’t have to give up everything. Uproot your life and fly off into the unknown. I just thought that…” His lips pursed, he shook his head, and looked back out at the water. “Forget it. We won’t talk about the program anymore, or your moving, or any of it. You need to make your own choices. I can’t be part of that. I’ve no right.” His shoulders were stiff, his jaw set tight. “I’m sorry I upset you. I won’t bring it up again.”

Her stomach lurched and she clutched at it. He was retreating. She’d pushed him away, and she was watching him shut down right in front of her eyes. She stared at him with yearning, longing to make him understand… but what if… maybe he’d just decided, after she’d fled from the house like a child and now yelled like a witch, that she wasn’t worth the trouble. Because this whole thing was a lot of trouble. It’d be difficult to have a long distance relationship, hard for her to contemplate such a big move, and either way she wasn’t jumping at his ideas. So he was just letting her go. Without a fight. Sure was easier that way, wasn’t it?

The thought of that lanced her heart, leaving her shattered. He was going to just let go? She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. She just stood there, holding herself as tears dripped silently down her face. He stood there still as stone, and wouldn’t even look at her. In one short hour, she’d gone from having the man she loved beg her to move across the ocean to be with him, to him standing there aloof and cool and finished with her, with any hopes for them. He only stood a foot from her, but it felt like he was already thousands of miles away.
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Gavin did everything he could to hold himself together. His hands fisted in his pockets as he stared blindly out to the horizon. He couldn’t bear to look at her. She didn’t want him. The bottom line was, even though she’d said she hated her job and loved him back, she didn’t think that he, or the love and connection they’d found, were worth enough to take a huge risk. He’d thought her to be a strong woman, up for a challenge… and she likely was. Just not with him. That realization filled him with so much pain, all he could taste was bile. He wanted to crawl into a hole.

But he couldn’t leave her there on the beach. It wasn’t safe for a woman to be out there alone, for Chrissakes. He’d watched her stand in the moonlight, with stars sparkling overhead and the ocean swaying beyond her, and what that body of water represented… God help him, he loved this woman with all his heart. And at this time tomorrow, he’d be on the other side of that ocean, and they’d be living separate lives.

Now, the sounds of the heavy thumps of his heartbeat filled his ears along with the crashing waves, so he didn’t realize it at first when she’d finally spoken. She said his name again, and he turned to her. With a new pang, he saw her swipe at her cheeks and realized she’d been standing there crying, practically next to him, and he hadn’t even noticed. He’d been so caught up in his grief, he hadn’t been aware of hers. Shame made his face burn.

“I’m going back to the house,” she said.

Not knowing what else to say or do, he simply nodded and fell in step beside her. The awkward tension was painful, making the walk back up the beach, and the half block to the house, pure torture. He wanted to talk more, to do something, but what?

As soon as they were back inside, he turned to her, but she whispered, “Good night” and flew up the stairs. He stood frozen in the living room, the sound of her bedroom door closing sending a new jolt through his system and making him shudder.

It couldn’t end like this. Dammit, if he wasn’t leaving the next night, they’d have time to cool down, reassess, then talk. But they didn’t have that. Their time was up.

Insides churning, Gavin sighed and went to the kitchen, to the cabinet above the dishwasher where the hard liquor was stored. Taking out the bottle of Jameson’s, he got a glass and went out to the back deck. Joe was out for the night, Anna and Wren wouldn’t be home ’til almost sun-up. The adrenaline that had surged through him since he’d found the house empty and Toni gone had finally ebbed, leaving him bone weary. But he knew there was no way he’d be able to fall asleep. So he dropped onto a lounge chair, with the humid breezes, stars above, and the sound of the waves for company, and poured the first shot of whisky.
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“Gavin?” It was Anna’s voice, hands shaking him… “Gavin, wake up.”

Wincing, he opened one eye halfway. “Eh?”

“What are ya doin’ out here like this?” She stared down at him, her concern clear. “I come home from work to find you passed out like a plastered lush? What happened? This isn’t like ya, Gavvy.”

“Leave me be,” he grumbled.

“I’ll do no such thing. Ya don’t want to talk, that’s fine, but you’ll go sleep up in your bed. C’mon, get up.” She grabbed him by his hands, hauling him forward until he cooperated and got to his feet. “Let’s go, Doctor. Up to bed.”

“She doesn’t want me after all, Annie,” he said, the alcohol slurring his quiet, defeated words. “She doesn’t want me. Isss over.”

“You’re drunk,” she said dismissively. “And mad, too. She adores you.”

He shook his head as she walked with him to the sliding door. “No. We’re through. I think she ended us tonight. She wouldn’t talk anymore.”

“I’ll not hear any of this ’til you wake up in the mornin’ and are sober,” Anna said. She pulled the deck door closed and locked it behind him. “Then we’ll talk, and you’ll make sense. All right? Go to bed.”

“You’re a tough woman, Anna,” he said, ambling towards the stairs.

“Aye, and lucky for you,” she said sharply. “’Cause tomorrow I’m goin’ to kick your arse back into shape and figure out what you’re ramblin’ about. Go, good night.”

He shuffled up the stairs and paused, looking down the hall towards Toni’s room. Then his shoulders sagged, he turned the other way, and went to pass out in his own bed.


Chapter Nineteen
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Toni wouldn’t leave the sanctuary of her room. She spent the morning lying in bed, thinking, crying, and thinking some more. Not that she’d slept well. She’d drifted in and out of restless light sleep, like she did whenever she was sick. But being heartsick felt even worse.

The scene on the beach with Gavin played over and over in her head, with her trying to pick it apart to analyze each word, each gesture. Maybe she’d misread him? Maybe she was so freaked out that she’d projected her fears onto him? He wouldn’t ask her to move to Ireland one minute and stop wanting her just because she said no. She’d hurt him, that was obvious, but she was hurting, too. Neither of them had meant to do it, but somehow they had. Not only because of different desires, but because of crossed wires—plain old miscommunication.

And if they weren’t communicating well now, when they were right there with one another, how were they going to do once they were on opposite sides of the Atlantic? Was this a bump in the road, or a sign of how things were going to be?

All she knew for sure was now it was Sunday morning, and he was leaving in about twelve hours. Whatever she decided, she had to decide right now. If only she could get out of her own way enough, past her own fears, to have a clearer idea of what to do, and what he truly wanted, too. But with the clock ticking away mercilessly, she felt pressured to make a fast decision, which had never been a strong suit of hers. That made her scared, which in turn made her angry. She’d lashed out and her brain had frozen, instead of keeping her head on straight.

But more than anything, she just felt sad. Things had been so good between them, so promising… and when Gavin made the sweetest, most romantic suggestions in the world, she’d slapped them down without even giving it a chance, hurting him in the process. Maybe pushing him away for good.

The truth was, as she thought about it all night and all morning, he was right. She wasn’t attached to her job. She could apply to that program. Moving to Ireland for a year didn’t mean she had to live there for the rest of her life if it didn’t work out. Nothing was carved in stone.

And they could be together. Which she wanted, more than she’d realized until he’d spoken of it. She loved him and trusted him and wanted to be with him.

So what was holding her back, really? Her fears. Fear, pride, maybe even plain stubbornness… Until she figured it out, she couldn’t commit to anything. It wasn’t fair to Gavin, and he’d been too good to her.

By the time she showered and went downstairs, it was past noon and she was starving. She entered the kitchen to find Anna, Joe, and Wren all sitting around the kitchen table. “Hi, guys,” she said as she headed right to the fridge.

“You okay?” Wren asked her.

“Fine.” They all knew she and Gavin had had a fight, she could see it on their faces and feel it in the air. She busied herself with cutting a bagel.

“Like hell you’re fine,” Anna said. “What happened with you two?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Toni murmured. “Especially with you, Anna. I’m sorry. It’s not right to put you in the middle.”

“Bloody hell,” Anna spat. “I’ve been your friend for how long? Yes, he’s my brother, but you think that means I don’t care about you, too?”

Toni’s eyes flew wide as she edged back unconsciously. “I… I know you do. I didn’t mean—”

“I know what ya meant, but screw that,” Anna said. “I love you both. Don’t be daft. All right?”

Toni nodded and put the sliced bagel into the toaster.

“Back off a little,” Joe said softly to Anna.

“They’re both like the walking wounded,” Anna said, “and he’s leaving tonight. We don’t have time to be usin’ kid gloves.”

Wren glanced at Toni with sad concern. “We just want to help if we can, is what she’s trying to say.”

Heaving a sigh, Toni leaned back against the counter and crossed her arms over her chest. “Is he here?”

“No,” Joe answered as he wiped his hands on a paper napkin. “He was hung over as hell, but wanted to borrow my bike. He left an hour ago.”

“I came home after work last night, five in the mornin’, and saw a light on in the kitchen.” Anna ran her fingers through her hair, playing with the ends. “Went in to shut it and saw my brother lying out on the deck, passed out on a lounge chair, with a half empty bottle of whisky beside him.”

Toni’s brows puckered and her mouth flattened into a thin line. She bit the insides of her lips to keep them closed.

“So I went out there, woke him up, and made him go up to his own bed. He was totally trousered.” Anna got to her feet, her hair in one hand and an elastic in the other. “He doesn’t go on benders unless he’s celebratin’ something or mourning it.” As she pulled it back into a short pony tail, she continued, “And he was ramblin’ on about how you don’t want him after all. That you and he are over.”

Toni felt the blood drain from her face as she whispered, “That’s not true.”

“Which part?” Anna asked. Her hands went to her hips as she stared Toni down.

“Hey,” Joe said softly, peering at Anna. “Take it easy.”

“I’m fine,” Toni said, but her voice felt small.

“No, you’re not,” Wren said. “It’s all over you. So talk to us.”

Toni’s eyes filled with tears. Suddenly, she had no appetite. Shaking her head, she walked out of the kitchen and went back up to her room.

Two minutes later, there was a knock on her door. “Toni, can I come in?” Anna sounded repentant. “I didn’t mean to come off like such a bloody shrew. Let me in, I need to hug ya and we need to talk. You need to talk to someone, woman. I’m here.”

Sniffling back her tears, Toni went to the door and opened it.

Anna stood before her, looking guilty. “Ah bloody hell, ya poor thing.” She took Toni into her embrace and held her.

Toni crumpled. “I do want him.” She sobbed. “But I don’t see how it’ll work. And then he was unbelievably sweet and took me off guard and asked me to move to Dublin and I freaked out and I ended up hurting him and I didn’t mean to and now he’s leaving and I fucked it all up.”

“Shhhh, shh shhhh.” Anna rubbed her friend’s back as she cried, then led her to sit on the bed. Anna handed Toni the box of tissues and commanded, “Breathe. Cry first, then talk. You’re a blubberin’ mess.”

Toni couldn’t help but laugh as she pulled out tissues. “You’re awesome, you know that?” She mopped at her face, took a few deep breaths, and calmed herself. Then she told Anna what had happened the night before.

At the end of it, Anna looked at her and asked flatly, “Well, it sounds to me like just a whole lot of overemotional mixed signals. You two need to sit down calmly and talk and it’d all get sorted, don’t ya think?”

“I don’t know,” Toni hedged. “I love him, Anna. I really do. But if we’re not going to live in the same country, how will it work? Seriously?”

Anna shrugged. “If you want it bad enough, ya take it one step at a time, that’s all. Makes sense to me. But not to you, apparently.”

“He wants me to move to Ireland!”

“For a short time. To see if you even like it.” Anna’s gaze roamed over her friend before she announced, “Jaysus, you’re scared shitless.”

Toni huffed out a laugh, but didn’t say anything.

“Know what?” Anna said. “You need more time to think. That’s all.”

“I don’t have more time. He’s leaving tonight.”

“I know. So what are you goin’ to do about it?”

“I can’t just pick up and leave my life here!” Toni cried, throwing up her hands.

“Why not? Seriously, I’m playin’ devil’s advocate. You hate your job. Hate it!” Anna said. “Since I’ve known you, you’ve never dated a man for more than three months. You don’t own a house, and you lease your car. Now you’ve found a bloody good man, who’s crazy in love with you, respects you enough to look into how to get the kind of career you want, and ya shot him down. That’s not about your life here, or him. It’s about you.” Her eyes narrowed as she leaned in. “Sweetie, you’ve coasted as long as we’ve been friends. Waffled. You don’t commit so you don’t get burned. I know what I’m talkin’ about, because I do the same bloody thing. That’s why I’m calling you on your bullshit, because I see it so clearly. Ya hear me? I get it.”

Toni was frozen where she sat.

The front door downstairs slammed, and Joe’s and Gavin’s voices floated up the stairs. Toni’s heart started to beat in thicker, heavier thumps.

“You don’t want him to commit to being with you long distance, that’s fine,” Anna said. “But don’t let him leave here feelin’ like dirt for trying. It’s his last day here, for Chrissake. Do that for him.”

Toni nodded. “You’re right.”

Anna grabbed her hands and squeezed, her blue eyes pinning her. “Whatever happens, you and I are friends. That doesn’t change. Ya got that?”

“Thank you,” Toni whispered, leaning in for a hug.

“Ah, ya numpty.” Anna hugged her back. “For what it’s worth,” she said into her hair, “I’ve never seen him as happy as he’s been in this short time with you. And I’ve never seen you so happy either. I’d really hate to see that end. For both your sakes.” She pulled back, offered a little smile, and said, “Don’t forget we’re goin’ out to dinner at five, his sendoff. You’re comin’ with us, like it or not. I’ll drag ya if I have to.”

“You won’t have to drag me.” Toni sniffled and wiped her eyes. “Go, you go, let me straighten myself up. I’ll be down soon.”

Anna stood, kissed the top of her head, and walked out. Toni heard her talking to Gavin in the hallway; he must have come up. She heard him say he needed a shower, they exchanged a little more patter, then she heard what must have been Anna’s footsteps going back down the stairs. She took a deep, cleansing breath, then stood and looked in the mirror and fixed her makeup. It was all smudged and smeared. With a groan, she grabbed a tissue to scrub under her eyes.

She loved him. She hated that he thought she didn’t want him after all, hated that with everything she had. She’d never wanted anyone in her life more than Gavin; that was one of the main reasons she was so confused and twisted up inside. Anna was right. She was scared shitless, pure and simple.

[image: *]*

After a shower, Gavin started to pack. He didn’t have a lot, but he did want to have it ready. His flight to Dublin departed from JFK at midnight, so he’d have to be there at nine-thirty, ten the latest. He made sure his passport, ticket, and wallet were together on the night stand as he mindlessly put his clothes in the suitcase.

Mindless. Going through the motions. Inside, he was both hurting and numb. Interesting paradox, that, he thought.

There was a soft knock at the door. “Hold on,” he called, putting the gifts he had taken out back inside the drawer, out of sight. Then he went to the door and opened it to find Toni standing there. She looked miserable, her eyes puffy and sad.

“You can’t leave like this,” she whispered. “We love each other.”

His heart seized as he said, “I thought it’s what you wanted. That you didn’t want to be with me and to just let it go.”

“God, no.” She shook her head and tears slipped from her eyes. “Why would you think that?”

“You wouldn’t talk to me.”

“Because I’m confused and I need time to think and I don’t have it.” She swallowed a sob. “You’re leaving in a few hours. This is it. And it’s killing me.”

He pulled her into his arms and hauled her against him, holding her tight. Crushing herself to him, she started to sob brokenly. He pulled her into his room, closed the door, and held her close, shushing her to soothe her.

“I’m so sorry,” she said between sobs, crumpled against him. “I didn’t want our last night together to be like last night. Or this now.”

“Neither did I,” he said, rubbing her back. “I’m sorry, too.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” she insisted. “It was all me.”

“No, it wasn’t. I sprung all that on you—”

“And it was wonderful!” she cried, pulling back enough to look up at him. “You’re thoughtful and romantic and kind and—”

“And I took you off guard with some major things to think about,” he said, wiping her wet cheeks with tender swipes of his fingers. “I shouldn’t have. Not last night. I should have let things go for a while, then brought that up. I just didn’t… I didn’t want to let you go, at all. Or to leave without you knowing how much you mean to me, and trying to make something work for us.”

She cried harder. “I don’t want you to leave either. This is horrible.”

“But it doesn’t have to be over, Toni. And you’re acting like it does. That’s what concerns me.” His hands rubbed her back, her hair. “I thought you ended us last night.”

“I thought maybe I should,” she admitted in a creaky voice. “I mean, it’s going to be so hard. Different countries, different time zones. Finding ways to talk, or visit… I just don’t know…”

Something in him stiffened, twisting his insides. He pulled back and gripped her shoulders. “If you don’t believe in us, you need to tell me that now.” His stare was unyielding, searching. “I understand fear, and I know it’s going to be hard. But I’m willing. If you don’t believe we can do this, or want to, then you need to tell me. I need to know the truth.”

She looked back into his eyes, anxiety flooding her. Maybe he was right, and letting him go now was the right thing to do. If she was hesitating, there had to be a reason, right? But she didn’t want it to be over. She’d never been so confused in her damn life. Why had her brain just totally short circuited in the past twenty four hours? She only knew one thing for sure. “I love you.”

“I love you, too. But do you think we can make this work?”

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t either. Let me rephrase. Do you want to?”

“Gavin!” Anna’s shout resounded through the house. “Toni! Time to go. Dinner’s a-waitin’! We’re all here at the door.”

They stared at each other.

“Maybe I shouldn’t go to dinner,” she whispered, sniffling hard and wiping her face. “I’m a wreck, and I’m making a mess of everything. Jesus, I don’t know myself right now.”

He shook his head, pushing her hair back from her face. “I’m a wreck, too, believe me.” He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers, and they kissed with such sweetness it made him ache. “Come to dinner,” he whispered against her lips. “Please. I want you with me as much as possible before I leave. I don’t want to waste another minute of our time together. I don’t care if you’re a soggy mess. I just want you next to me.”

She whimpered, obviously moved, then gave him a lingering kiss. “Okay, Doc. I’ll come to dinner. Give me two minutes to clean up my face.”

“Your face is fine,” he said with unabashed affection, his eyes travelling over her features. “Gorgeous and stunning and perfect.” He stared, trying to memorize every beautiful detail. Because something told him after tonight, he might not ever see her face in person again.


Chapter Twenty
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Toni stared out the window of the car, the lights of houses and stores blurring by as they drove over the Atlantic Beach Bridge to Kennedy Airport. Joe drove, Anna sat in the passenger seat, and Toni was curled tightly into Gavin’s side in the back seat, forcing herself not to cry. Their fingers lay intertwined in his lap and he rested his head against hers, sometimes tipping her face up for a kiss in between the banter he traded with Joe and his sister.

Dinner had been fine, even fun. The five of them had enjoyed a good time despite the sad yearning that Toni made herself swallow. After, they all went down to the beach for a short walk by the ocean before it was time for Gavin to leave. Wren said her goodbye then and went to work; Anna had told her boss she’d be in around nine-thirty or ten. Gavin went upstairs to get his things, Toni swallowed back the emotions that were threatening to drown her, and the four of them left for the airport.

Now, as the music played and the wind blew warm into the windows with Gavin’s strong solidness next to her, she could pretend everything would be fine. But she knew better. She’d never answered his last question, and though he was also putting on a good show that all was well, she knew it bothered him. She felt it. But she wouldn’t lie to make him feel better. She couldn’t say the words to make him feel better if she wasn’t sure they were true.

She had a lot to think about.

She listened as Gavin and Anna talked about what his new job would be like, going into pediatrics. They talked about their family, and about Ireland, and about when Gavin would come at Christmas to see Sean and the new baby… and then, too quickly, they were at the airport. Joe found his way through the maze of roads to the terminal where Aer Lingus was and pulled up to the curb. The security people waving at and directing cars eyed them briefly but let them be, seeing they were dropping off a passenger. It was crowded and busy, with people on the sidewalk all pulling suitcases and heading to the doors, but it was always crowded and busy. It was New York.

Gavin pulled his suitcase and duffel bag from the trunk and set them on the sidewalk. First he and Joe embraced briefly, clapping each other on the back and exchanging goodbyes. Joe tossed a wink at Toni before going back around to get in the driver’s seat. Anna grabbed her brother and hugged him tight. Toni watched them whisper to each other, then Anna gave him a kiss on the cheek and he gave the ends of her blue-tipped hair a gentle tug.

“Thanks again,” he said. “For everything.”

“My pleasure.” She smiled. “I’m so glad you had a good holiday.”

“Ya know I did,” he told her.

“Got your passport?”

“Right here.” Gavin tapped the side pocket of his duffel bag. “Be good, Annie.”

“Aye, you too. See you at Christmas. Hug Ma and Da for me.” She glanced over at her friend before she got in the car.

Gavin turned to look at Toni. She let her eyes roam over him, imprinting him to memory. Tall and handsome, dark blond hair that now had gold highlights from all his time in the sun, jeans that hung low on his narrow hips, blue T-shirt that brought out his gorgeous eyes behind those glasses… oh, how she loved his eyes. And that smile.

“Listen,” she said. “No matter what happens, I need you to know I’ve been happier with you than any other man in my life. That I’ll never forget our time together these past few weeks. And that I love you. If I make you doubt anything else, never doubt that. Okay?”

His stare intensified and a muscle jumped in his tight jaw. “Why does that sound like a forever goodbye instead of a see-you-in-a-few-months goodbye?” he asked in a low voice.

“Because I don’t know what will happen,” she whispered. “I’m just… being realistic, Gavin.”

He stepped right up to her, so close his chest brushed against her breasts. “I’ve said it all. I’ve done what I could. You know how I feel, what I want.” He exhaled a long, deep breath. “I’m not going to stop loving you, Toni. And I’m not going to give up on us. But there’s only so much I can do now. So, I suppose, it’s really up to you.”

“You’re putting it all on me?” she asked, incredulous.

“No. But let’s face it: I’m the one who’s clear on what I want, and what I’m willing to do to make us work. You’re not.” His gaze flickered over her face. “When you figure it out, you know where to find me. Until then, I’ll give ya some space.”

Her stomach twisted. On one hand, he was giving her what she’d pretty much asked for. On the other hand, it sounded like she was losing him.

“I’ll be quite busy with startin’ pediatrics in September,” he said. “Which is good, because all I’ll be able to think about is you.” He pulled her to him, one arm around her waist, one hand fisted in her hair, and gave her a deep, long, passionate kiss. She clung to him, kissing him back, holding him as tight as she could.

“We’ll talk soon,” he promised. “Okay?”

She nodded, her throat too thick to speak.

“All right, then.” He kissed her once more, then released her and stepped back. Removing the ticket and passport from the side pocket of the duffel bag, he slung it over his shoulder and grabbed the handle of his suitcase. He looked down at her one last time. “This summer fling was perfect,” he said, his voice husky. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a very long time. I love you, Antonella Josefina. More than you can imagine.”

Her tears welled and spilled over in seconds. “I love you, too.”

His mouth curved in a sad half-grin, then he turned and walked away, pulling the wheeled suitcase behind him. She watched as he disappeared into the large glass doors of the terminal.

Her heart thumping rapidly, Toni swiped away the tears and got into the car.

“You okay?” Anna asked gently.

“Of course not,” Toni said, her voice like gravel. She took a deep breath and sank back against the seat. Joe played the music loud so she wouldn’t have to talk with them.

Soon, they were back at the house. Toni stared up at the place she’d called home for over three years. She didn’t want to go inside. Dragging her feet, she went up the stairs, into the house, and sure enough, it felt empty now, knowing Gavin was gone. The ache of it filled her, flooding her head and her heart, but she swallowed it back.

“Anyone want a drink?” Joe asked.

“I have to get to work soon,” Anna said, checking her watch. “Bloody hell, it’s almost ten already. I’m going to get changed.” She shot up the stairs.

“Toni?” Joe looked over to her, sitting in a lump on the loveseat. “Drink?”

“Hell, yes. Please.” She reached for the remote control.

“Beer or wine?”

“Wine. Thanks.”

As Joe disappeared into the kitchen, and Toni turned on the TV, she realized she had to go to work too, bright and early tomorrow morning. The familiar dread threaded through her veins along with the melancholy that was already there. Back to her normal life, the way it’d been a month ago…

Which she’d been pretty unsatisfied with before Gavin McKinnon ever walked into her house, and into her heart. How was she supposed to go back to that now?

She went up the stairs, down to the tiny room at the end of the hall where Gavin had stayed, and pushed open the door. It was dark and empty. The bed was stripped, the room devoid of any hint of him. A shard of sadness pierced her. Heaving a sigh, she decided she wanted to change into one of the three T-shirts he’d left her with. She’d asked him if she could keep them to have reminders of him, and he’d gladly given them to her. Suddenly, she needed more than anything to wear the light blue one he’d left on her chair two days ago, the one that was the same color of his eyes and probably still smelled like him.

She opened the door to her room and stopped cold, gasping. Laid out on her bed were two small wrapped gifts, and a manila envelope with her name on it.

Flooded with longing and curiosity, she sat on the edge of the mattress. First she reached for the envelope, pulling out a thicker sheath of papers than the one he’d offered her before. The note clipped to it was written in Gavin’s obviously European scrawl.

Toni, my beautiful sweetheart.

Please look at all of this again, now that I’m not there to make you feel pressured while you do. The postgraduate program has your name all over it. You’d excel in it, and I think you’d love Trinity. I know you’d love Dublin, and the Irish countryside. If I wasn’t part of the picture, I strongly believe that given the opportunity, you’d love to do this. Isn’t that the truth?

So, whether you want to be with me or not, you really should consider this, Toni. Not to make me happy, but to make you happy. That’s all I want for you, now and always.

G. xx

Toni could hear his deep, lyrical voice as she read the note, and did so three more times before putting it down on the bed. Then she looked through the papers. This time, there weren’t only printouts about Trinity College’s art history postgraduate program, but about Dublin’s famed architecture, its art galleries and museums, its cultural history… it all appealed to her. Hell, it more than appealed to her, it called to her.

She had to admit that Gavin was right. Just on its own, without ever having met him, the program was the kind of thing she’d jump at if given the chance. It did have her name all over it. So going there, doing that—the part about also being with him would be the bonus. Not the cake itself, but the delicious, sweet icing on top of it. Her being in a fantastic city like Dublin while pursuing her dreams for her future, that was the cake. The whole of it together was the sweetest thing life had to offer her… and she’d shot it down without giving it a real chance. She’d shot it all to hell.

Slowly, she reached for the smaller of the two boxes. She opened it to find the dazzling butterfly pendant she’d lusted after in the Met gift shop, the one that matched the earrings he’d bought her to remember their wonderful day there together. Her mouth fell open as she stared at the magnificent piece. When—how had he bought it without her seeing him do that? Much less that he’d gotten it for her at all…

“Oh, honey,” she whispered, running her fingertip along the patterns on the delicate wings. With shaking hands, she undid the clasp and secured the necklace around her neck. Her eyes slipped closed as she pressed the butterfly to her skin, to her heart, which was close to bursting.

Then she opened the second box, this time unable to hold back the tiny cry that escaped her mouth. Astounded, she pulled out the petite, decorative blue Fabergé egg she’d pointed out to him that same day. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest and her blood raced through her limbs, firing through her veins with heat as she opened it. Inside was a folded piece of paper. When she picked it up, a key slipped out of the note into her lap. She looked at the simple old key, wondering what it went to, where it belonged. Unfolding the paper, she saw Gavin had written:

Sorry, Antonella Josefina, this isn’t the key to my heart.

But it is the key to my apartment. You have the address.

If you change your mind about coming to Ireland, use this. Open-ended offer.

Besides, you’ve had the key to my heart since the moment I met you. I suspect you always will.

All my love, Gavin

Toni burst into tears, the dam ruthlessly broken. Sweet lord, he was the most wonderful man… he was everything she wanted in a partner. He not only wanted her, but he truly wanted what was best for her. What would make her happy, even if it meant not being with him. What the hell had she been thinking when she let him get on that plane doubting he’d see her again, not sure if she loved him the way he loved her, thinking they probably had no future together? He was gone now, and it was done.

All because of her. Her stubbornness and her insecurities, both about if they could make it work, and about her ability to measure up. He was a doctor; what if she couldn’t even cut it in the program at Trinity? Hell, what if she didn’t even get in? Her fears had made her push him away, even when he said and did all the right things.

She looked at the key clutched in her palm. Open-ended offer or not, when she hadn’t come to a decision before he’d left… waffling like she had… she saw the look in his eyes at the airport, that last shred of hope that she’d say or do something to change the tide… and she hadn’t. And he’d had no choice but to leave.

And, oh God, she missed him already. So much it hurt.

She slumped down onto the mattress, grabbed a pillow, and cried into it for a long time.


Chapter Twenty-One
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“Oh, Jesus, you look like hell,” Maria Westmore declared.

“Gee, thanks. Nice to see you, too.” Toni gave her mother a kiss on the cheek before entering the house. Her parents had lived in the spacious split ranch for about thirty years; they’d moved in on her older sister’s second birthday. Being there now was so comforting, Toni wondered if she’d start to cry again. She hadn’t cried all day, she’d managed to keep it together at work. Of course, her eyes were still swollen from her hours-long crying jag the night before, but she didn’t care. Maybe she was all cried out? Wouldn’t that be nice? She hoped so. All day, she’d felt so damn drained.

“Sit down and talk to me.” Maria pulled her daughter to the living room couch and sat with her, studying her with concern. “Have you eaten today?”

“Not really,” Toni said. “Don’t have much of an appetite.”

“Figured.” Maria shook her head. “Glad you came for dinner. I’ll feed you.”

“Okay, thanks. But I really need to talk to you first.” Toni fidgeted with the jeweled butterfly that lay on her chest.

“What is that?” Wide-eyed, Maria leaned in to examine the pendant. “My God, that’s beautiful. It really is.” Her eyes flicked up. “Did Gavin get this for you?”

Toni nodded, and suddenly the words came pouring out of her. Everything. About their time together, about Gavin’s ideas and suggestions, about the discussions they’d had, to how things were when he left and the gifts he’d left behind. By the time she finished, the tears had broken through again, sliding down her cheeks as she talked.

“Mom…” Toni looked at her. “I’m not here to ask you to tell me what I should do. But I’m asking you to objectively help me figure out what might be better for me. Can you help me do that?”

“Oh, sweetie.” Maria gave her a wry smile. “I think you already know what you want to do.”

“Well, yes… but if I want it that much, why have I been holding back from it?”

“You tell me.” With arched brows, crossing her arms over her chest, Maria sat back and waited.

“I’ve only known him a month, Ma,” Toni began. “That’s an awfully short time to move across an ocean to be with someone, isn’t it?”

“Normally? I’d say yes. But.” Maria leaned in now. “First of all, I met Gavin. He’s a genuinely good man. That was clear. He and your father talked; we could tell he’s got a good, solid head on his shoulders. And he’s crazy in love with you; that was clear, too. If he asked you to stay with him while you’re in school? Hello.”

Toni smiled and sniffled at the same time.

“And he didn’t ask you to marry him, honey. He asked you to give him, and Dublin, a try. Those are different things.” Maria absently tapped her manicured hand on her knee. “He wants you to go there, see if you two work, then decide. Nothing’s carved in stone. If you don’t get along, if it doesn’t work out, then you move back here.”

“Just like that?”

“Why not?”

“It sounds too easy.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be easy,” Maria said. “But it’s a doable thing. Look. Your father and I are here. If you go to Ireland and love it there, we’d miss you like crazy, but we’d visit you, and you’d visit us. You’re an adult, and you should have your own life wherever you’re happy. Or, if you don’t love it there, or you and Gavin don’t work out for some reason, we’re here for you and would help you come back.” She peered closer at her daughter. “That’s what family does, Toni. At least, my family. Family takes care of each other. You’re not alone in this.”

Toni sat still, considering.

“Tell me something, honestly,” Maria said. “Do you think you’d get into that program?”

“I think so,” Toni said. “At least, I hope so.”

“Stop with the doubts!” Maria commanded. “Stop with being so noncommittal on everything. Being like that hasn’t done you any favors, has it?”

Toni stared at her mother. “What do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean. Fear of failure freezes you in your tracks. That’s just avoiding. Is that how you want to live your life? You’re made of stronger stuff than that. You have power inside. Use it already!”

Toni reached up for one of her curls and started twisting it around her finger. She’d never told anyone about how destructive her relationship with Mike had been. How he’d come on all charm and polish at first, but by a month or so into it, he’d started with little jabs, comments… that slid right into verbal abuse. It had embarrassed her that she’d tolerated it at all, much less for six months before she finally had the guts to break up with him. All of it had scarred her. But until this minute, she’d never realized just how much.

She wanted her power back, goddammit. It was way past time. She was strong.

Her mother was on a rant now. “You want something? You commit to it and see it through, knowing you might fail but trying anyway,” Maria insisted. “That’s what life’s about. Be it a school program, a job, or a relationship. You’ve gotta dig in!” Her hands gestured wildly for emphasis, and Toni sat back. Once Maria’s Italian DNA kicked in, you had to wait it out until she was done talking. “First, you didn’t want to fail because you thought you wouldn’t measure up next to your sister. Which is crap, because you’re such different girls. But the rest of it, honey… you’ve coasted and hedged and skated around things all the time, except for your undergraduate degree—which you earned with honors, if memory serves. That’s the only thing I’ve ever seen you really apply yourself to. And look at that, you excelled. Because you’re more than capable, you’re totally worthy.”

Toni nodded slowly. “It’s true. I’ve been afraid I won’t be good enough.”

“I don’t know where you got that from, because it’s not true.” Maria’s head tilted, scrutinizing her daughter with her dark gaze. “Okay, so you’re afraid to fail. For a smart, strong woman, you don’t seem to get that failing makes you stronger. It’s not trying that makes you weaker, Toni. That’s why I’ve pushed you, maybe even nagged at you a little.”

“A little?” Toni asked sarcastically.

“Shut up, you,” Maria joked. “Gotta be in it to win it, Antonella. Coasting works, yeah, you’ll get by. But it’s pretty unsatisfying in the long run.” She rolled her eyes as she added, “You’re wasting away in that stupid gallery because it’s comfortable. You hate it there, but it’s easy and familiar, so you coast, you stay. You think Gavin didn’t see that, too? That’s why he asked you to move to Ireland, instead of him moving here to be with you. You’re the one with the flexibility right now. And he wants more for you, because he loves you. That’s what real love is. Wanting the other’s happiness.”

Toni’s stomach did a nauseous little flip. Her mother was so right, on all of it. She knew it, she’d been thinking it. She just needed a sounding board, and to hear it out loud. Now that she had, things were clicking into place. “I almost quit today.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I don’t have a new job in place yet.”

Maria nodded slowly, obviously contemplating before asking, “Do you have any money saved up?”

“Yes. Not a lot, but enough to cover an extra month’s rent and have some left over.”

“Okay. Tomorrow, give your notice. Quit the job. You’ll find another one. Your father and I will help you. Whatever you need to get settled in the next step.”

“What?!?” Toni’s mouth dropped open. “I can’t do that. I can’t ask you to—”

“I can’t watch you be miserable and waste your life anymore,” Maria said. “Your father and I didn’t pay for college, and you didn’t work hard, so you could be eye candy in an art gallery. Besides, you didn’t ask. I offered.”

Toni shook her head. “This is crazy.”

“Apply to that program at Trinity, Toni.” Maria’s sharp gaze left no room for argument. “You get in, you go do it. You don’t get in, you’ll apply to one here. You could finish it in a year if you go full time?”

Stunned, all Toni could do was nod.

“And if you work part time and go to school part time?”

“Two years.”

“All right. You asked if I could help you figure out what you should do? That’s what I think you should do.” Maria threw up her hands. “My two cents, for what they’re worth.”

“They’re worth a lot,” Toni said softly.

“You knew what you wanted to do when you got here. I’m just helping you feel better about your scary choices.” Maria took her hands. “Honey. You haven’t asked us for anything. I want to give it. We’re your parents, we can do this, and we love you. Let us help you.” She squeezed her hands and her eyes narrowed. “Say yes, Antonella.”

Toni couldn’t believe the turn the conversation had taken. “Only with the understanding that I’ll pay you back for all of it, even if it takes years.”

“Okay, fine. So that’s a yes. Good.” Maria gave a hard nod and smiled. “Now. About being with Gavin. Do you love him?”

“More than I realized,” Toni admitted.

“And you know for sure he loves you, too?”

With a little smile, Toni pulled the note wrapped around the key out of her pocket. She’d kept it there all day, feeling a tiny piece of Gavin was with her, wanting it close to her. She handed the note to her mother and let her read it.

“Ohhh. Aww, wow.” A warm, sweet smile bloomed on Maria’s face, softening her features. “That’s the most romantic thing I’ve read in a long time.” She wrapped the key back into the note with care and gave it back. “Did you know my parents knew each other for two weeks when he proposed to her?”

“What?” Toni’s eyes flew wide. “No, I don’t think I knew that.”

“It’s true. Love at first sight, he always said. Her too. He courted her for two weeks, decided he couldn’t live without her, and proposed. They got married three months later. And they were married for sixty-two years.”

“Yeah…” Toni sighed. “I miss Grandpa.” Sometimes it felt like much more than two years had passed since he’d died. Sometimes it felt like yesterday.

“Me too. So does Grandma. But don’t make me sad now.” Maria made a face, and they both smiled. “My point is, sometimes real love does hit hard and fast. Not often. It’s a rare gift. But if that’s what you and Gavin might have… don’t you owe it to yourself to find out, and give it a shot?”

A chill skittered over Toni’s skin and she squirmed. “You really think that’s what he and I have?”

“Doesn’t matter what I think. What do you think?”

Gavin’s handsome face appeared in her mind. His kind, sparkling eyes, the sweet way he’d look at her when they were lying quietly together… she used to marvel at the way he looked at her. It made her feel like she was the most cherished, important, wonderful woman in the world. He often looked at her, spoke to her, and touched her with pure affection. Sighing, Toni rubbed the goose flesh on her arms. “I think I let the love of my life get on a plane and leave without knowing how much I love him.”

“Then you should do something about that.”
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Gavin yawned as he walked up the sidewalk to his building. Spending the afternoon reading in the nearby park had been nice, but he really missed the beach. He missed the ocean most of all, the salty scent of it, the sounds of its hypnotically rhythmic flowing and waves crashing… and the feel of the soft sand between his toes. Today, he’d wanted to spend a few hours outside. He’d spent too much time in hospital or in the office prior to his holiday, and since his return had sworn to himself that on good weather days, he’d be outside as much as possible. So he’d grabbed a book and walked to the park only half a mile away.

It had been a good distraction, but not for long enough. He’d been back in Ireland for a week, and still hadn’t shaken off the melancholy that had accompanied him home. He missed Toni so much, but had barely been in contact with her. A few emails, but no live online messaging or phone calls. He was giving her space, as he’d promised. And, maybe, giving her time to miss him, too. Time to think about what she wanted to do, and where, and whether it all included him at her side.

Every day, he hoped it would include him at her side. He had to have faith, give her time and space… but now it’d been a week, and her last email had been two days ago. He was beginning to wonder if he’d done the right thing. Maybe insisting they not talk on the phone yet had been too harsh, insisting on less contact for now the wrong way to go. The less he heard from her, the more uncertainty gnawed at him.

He still had three weeks before going into full rotation at work. The pediatrics place he’d found seemed lovely. He’d gone in a few times since his return to Ireland; had lunch with the woman who’d be his supervising physician, met the other doctors in the practice, even brought a few of his things to his new, small office. It seemed like a good place to work, and he was looking forward to his official start on the first of September. At least he had that to focus on, and be excited about.

A big family dinner at his parents’ house on Sunday had been great as well. Between his parents, five siblings, and their various spouses and children, there had been over twenty people there to welcome him home. His mother had loved the gift he brought her, and as she put on the dangly silver earrings, all he could think of was the day he’d spent at the Met with Toni.

She was frightened, he knew that. With good reason, he supposed. But to him, the bottom line was he thought she’d be happy there, in the program at Trinity if she got in, in Dublin, and with him. Not because he demanded it, but because he truly thought she’d fit in there. She worked in Manhattan, she was used to city life, so it wasn’t moving to a major city that scared her. He doubted the program itself scared her; though it did look intensive, she was smart and capable. What scared her was coming and being with him. Committing to him, and to them. She didn’t believe in the possibility of what they could become together, what they could have, the way he did. It was hard to accept; he didn’t want to accept it. But the more time that passed, the more time they spent apart, the more likely it was that they wouldn’t end up together.

The night before, Gavin had dreamt about her again. Usually his dreams about her were either the hot and steamy kind that had him waking up with his whole body pulsing, or the sweet kind where they’d simply be walking on the beach together, talking or laughing. No, last night, he’d dreamt they were dancing. Outdoors, on a wide patio, surrounded by greenery and lots of people. All he could see at first was her beautiful face, smiling up radiantly at him as he twirled her around the dance floor. Only when the music stopped did he look down at her fully and see she was wearing a magnificent wedding dress.

Now, as he opened his tiny mailbox in the lobby of his apartment building to check his mail, the vision reappeared in his mind, clear as day. Toni, in a wedding dress, absolutely beautiful and glowing with happiness… he closed the empty mailbox with a scowling grunt. He had to stop this. Toni wasn’t there. She wasn’t going to come to Ireland, they wouldn’t have the chance to further the relationship, they wouldn’t end up together, much less married. And he had to somehow let the whole idea go.

He punched the button to the lift and waited, tapping his Kindle against his leg. Why had he gone to America for a simple holiday, only to meet someone he knew he could love for the rest of his life and then probably lose her? The physical distance was too great. And the truth was, she’d have to come to him on her own. Only then would he know she’d chosen to take a leap of faith—chosen him, chosen them—that was strong enough for him to believe in it. And that was clearly not going to happen.

The door to the lift opened and he stepped inside. She hadn’t alluded to very much in her emails. He imagined her withdrawing from him a little more day by day. It was ironic that she’d worried about him slipping away from her, when the reality was, he felt like she was the one slipping away.

He missed her. Everything about her. How long until that ache would go away?

Reaching the third floor, he stepped out of the lift and walked down the hallway, finding his keys in the pocket of his jeans. Maybe he’d go down to the pub for dinner tonight. Throw back a few pints and wallow, watch some football…

He opened the door to his apartment and heard a rustle of movement. Standing in the middle of his living room was Toni.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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The air rushed from Gavin’s lungs in a whoosh as his eyes rounded wide. “Bloody hell,” he breathed, staring at her in obvious shock.

“Hi,” she said, trying to keep the smile off her face and failing miserably. God, it was so good to look at him. She’d missed him so much, every fiber of her body was screaming to run into his arms. But from the look on his face, she wasn’t sure he was glad she was there. She hoped he was just surprised to see her, not unhappy.

“Hi, yourself.” He blinked and put a hand to his chest, staring at her as if she were a mirage, his astonishment clear. “How… how did you get here?”

“Um, I flew,” she said with a trace of teasing sarcasm. Her heartbeat nervously picking up speed, she held up the key he’d left for her. “Then I took a cab, and used this.” She smiled hesitantly, then bit down on her lip. “You said I could…”

He rushed across the room to her, cradling her face in his hands as if seeing her for the first time. “Jaysus, you’re really here.”

“Surprise,” she said softly.

“The best one ever.” He crushed his mouth to hers in a possessive, hungry kiss. Her arms slid around his waist to hold him closer, tighter, as their mouths and tongues tangled and played. When he finally pulled back to gaze down at her, they both had to catch their breath.

“When did you get here?” he asked.

“This morning.” She reached up to run her fingers through his hair, then trailed them down his cheek. He nuzzled into her palm as she added, “I took the flight last night, got in around ten AM Dublin time. So I went to the hotel, ate some breakfast, got some sleep. Then I came here… but you weren’t here. So I’ve been waiting.”

“You’re joking!” he cried. “You’ve—damn—for how long?!”

“Two hours,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t know if you were working or what. I figured you’d come home eventually.”

“Unbelievable,” he breathed, his eyes travelling eagerly over her features, his equally greedy hands running through her hair, up and down her arms, her back, everywhere he could reach. “Wait, why are you staying at a hotel?”

“Well… in case you didn’t want me here,” she said.

“Why on earth wouldn’t I want ya here?” he said, incredulous.

She shrugged. “Just covering my bases,” she whispered.

He cupped her face in his hands, staring into her eyes, and asked, “How long are you here for, Toni?”

Her hands lifted to hold his wrists as she stared back at him and said, “As long as you want me to be.”

“Ah.” His thumbs caressed her cheeks, and she saw a spark of light in his eyes. He leaned his forehead to hers and murmured, “So, forever then.”

Her breath hitched as she smiled. “Sounds good to me.”

He took her mouth again, kissing her senseless before releasing her. “Sweet mother of God…” He shook his head, drinking her in again with his eyes. “I thought I lost you.”

“What? I thought I lost you.” She moved her hands to lock behind his neck. “Because I didn’t tell you, or show you, just how much I love you. And I do, Gavin.”

“I know that now. You’re here.” He kissed her lips with tender affection. “I love you too, Antonella Josefina.”

She melted into his embrace, the overwhelming relief and joy flooding her with warmth and light. She’d made the right choice. Nothing had ever felt so right.

“Did you quit your job, then?” he asked.

She nodded. “With glee.”

“I’ll bet.”

“And I applied to the postgraduate program at Trinity,” she said. “But I missed the deadline. So if I get in—which, thank God, looks likely—I won’t be starting until January. I’ll find a job and work until then.”

“I’ll help you. I don’t start the new job for another three weeks.” He looked around his apartment. “Maybe we should find a bigger place, too. This flat’s really made for one. But if you’re going to stay, I want you comfortable.” He peered at her, hope and disbelief in his gaze. “You’re really staying? Are you sure, Toni?”

“I’m really staying. I’m totally sure. I want all of it—the program, the new start, and you. Especially you, Doc. I know you’re a sure bet.” She grinned mischievously. “Okay, you caught me. The truth is, I came here for the mind-blowing sex. I hear you’re good at a fling.”

A laugh burst from him. “Actually, turns out I’m crap at them.” He grinned as he threaded his fingers through her hair. “Couldn’t keep it casual. Broke the rules. Fell head over heels in love. I’m done for.” He stole a quick kiss and smiled. “Want to stay anyway? We could still have the mind-blowing sex. Ya know, if you insist.”

“Okay.” Toni smiled so brightly her face almost hurt. “I’ll call it an adventure.”

The End
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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.
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