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Dedication


For anyone who has endured a horrible, life-changing breakup,

or experienced the heartache of unrequited love.

You will rise again. Believe.
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“Hello, my beautiful girl,” Aidan McKinnon said to his best friend. “Long day. You’re a sight for sore eyes, I’ll tell ya.”

“Well hello to you, too.” Maura Callahan smiled and pulled him into her house, closing the door behind him. She couldn’t help but give him a full once-over; he was dressed in a navy suit, with a pale blue button-down shirt and striped tie that set off the brilliant marine blue of his eyes. “Aren’t you dressed up tonight? Looking sharp, there.”

“Yeah? Thanks. Big meeting at work.” He quickly unknotted his tie, as if he’d forgotten it was there until she mentioned his appearance. “Hate these bloody things. But I came straight here, didn’t want to waste time going home to change first.”

“I’m just not used to seeing you like this,” she said.

“Like what? A grownup?” he joked, pulling the tie out of his collar and tossing it onto the nearby armchair.

She admitted, “Aye, maybe.”

“Some people actually consider me quite the professional, y’know.”

“Well, they don’t know you like I do. They’ve never seen you passed out after one too many beers at university.”

“Fair point,” he said with a chuckle.

She watched as he opened the top two buttons of his shirt and discarded his jacket on the same chair as his tie. He exhaled with relief.

“So,” she asked warily, “what’s this mystery proposition of yours you mentioned on the phone, that you came over here for a visit?”

He grinned his famous crooked grin, one she’d seen so many times over the past decade—usually before he’d said or done something mischievous. “First things first. Ya got a beer for me, love?”

“You know where the fridge is,” she said, and gave him a soft shove towards the kitchen. “Help yourself, then get your arse back out here and tell me what’s going on.”

With a nod and a wink, Aidan went. She stared after him, curiosity furrowing her brow as she went to sit on her couch.

“Mummy, Mummy, Mummyyyy.” Her four-year-old daughter singsonged as she ran down the stairs and into the living room. Chloe’s long braids swung as she leapt into her mother’s waiting arms with a giggle and a smile. “I heared the doorbell. Did someone come?”

“Aye, Uncle Aidan’s here.” Maura gave the tiny girl an affectionate squeeze before setting her back down. “He’s in the kitchen getting a—”

Chloe took off running for the kitchen.

“Drink,” Maura finished with a laugh.

She sat on the couch and was able to get out one long exhale before they came back into the living room. She looked up to see Aidan strolling in, her daughter in one arm as he held a beer with his other hand. Tall and lean, with those bright blue eyes and dark blond hair that was longish and always tousled, wearing his dressy clothes, she couldn’t help but admire him. Best friend or not, he was a seriously good-looking man, and she could appreciate that—she’d made herself practically into a nun, but she wasn’t dead. Seeing him holding her little girl and chatting with her, with a besotted expression on his face, just made him all the more appealing.

She watched as he crossed the room, plopping Chloe down on the couch before sitting on the other side of her. Chloe looked from one adult to the other, a happy smile on her face.

“Now you’re a Chloe sandwich,” Aidan said.

The little girl laughed at his joke.

Maura shifted so Chloe could snuggle into her side, but the girl snuggled into Aidan instead. “Uncle Ay,” she asked, her big blue eyes wide with hope, “are you staying for dinner? We’re having pizza tonight, ’cos it’s just me and Mummy.”

“You are, eh?” He raked a hand through his already tousled hair as his eyes lifted from the girl to her mother. “Where’s your mum tonight?”

“Book club,” Maura said. “So Princess Chloe and I have the palace to ourselves.”

He smiled down at Chloe and said, “Aye, I’ll stay, if you’re inviting me to, miss.”

“I am!” Chloe cried.

He leaned in and dropped a kiss on top of the girl’s strawberry blonde hair. “Thank you, Princess Chloe. I accept.”

Maura smiled warmly. Aidan was so good with her daughter. He’d been her best friend since they’d met at uni a decade before, and they’d always been there for each other. But their lives were pretty different now; his social life was much more active than hers. Hell, to think that would imply she even had a social life, which she didn’t. Aidan was a young single, his career as a software programmer for a high profile social media company was soaring, and he lived it up in the center of Dublin. She was a struggling single mum in the suburbs, almost half an hour away from the city, living quietly with her mum. Her life had become… well, boring. She never thought she’d be so boring at twenty-nine, but it was true. Juggling a job one didn’t care about and single motherhood had that effect.

“You don’t have plans tonight?” Maura asked. “No hot date lined up?” He went on dates all the time; she often joked he dated enough for the both of them.

“Nope,” Aidan said. “Besides…” He turned his gaze down to Chloe and tweaked her tiny nose, his eyes dancing. “I won’t find a prettier girl out there than the two right here before me.”

Chloe smiled, pleased, and twisted the end of one of her long braids around her fingers. “Really, Uncle Ay?”

“Charmer.” Maura scoffed, rising from the couch. She had dark circles under her eyes, her hair was in a tangled pony tail, and her yoga pants felt a bit snug around her waistline. Yeah, she was a smashing beauty, all right. “I’ll go call for the pizza, then. Could be an hour by the time it gets here.”

“I’m buyin’,” Aidan said, reaching to his pocket for his wallet. “Here—”

“Put your money away, McKinnon,” Maura commanded. “We invited you to stay for dinner.”

“Don’t make me fight you in front of your daughter,” Aidan warned. His eyes twinkled as his long fingers held his credit card out to her. “Please. My treat this time.”

“You want to treat every time.”

“ ’Cause I’m a gentleman and my ma raised me right.”

“Aye, that she did.” Maura took the card from his outstretched hand. “Okay, this time. Thanks for dinner, then.”

“My pleasure.” He took another swallow of beer before setting it down on the coffee table. “So!” He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “We’ve got the whole house to ourselves, eh? What should we do first?”

“Let’s play video games!” Chloe cried gleefully.

“Well, of course!” Aidan settled back into the couch. “You’re on, little miss.”

Maura watched her daughter spring up to retrieve her tablet from the other room, then looked back down at Aidan. “So what was this proposition…?”

“Aye! That. Right.” He reached for his beer again. “When are we going to be able to talk without Chloe listening?”

“Um… I’m not sure.” Maura narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s the big secret?”

“Not a secret,” he said, “but I just don’t want her to overhear and get excited if your answer is no. Not that I’ll take no for an answer on this one.” He took a sip of beer, his eyes sparkling and trained on her. “You’re dying to know now, aren’t ya.”

“You’re such a bloody tease.”

Aidan laughed, a warm, full sound that made Maura grin, too. She’d always loved his vibrant laugh.

Chloe wasn’t the only female in the family who treasured Aidan. Maura’s mother adored him, both her older sisters liked him… he meant the world to her. His friendship had been one of the few constants she could count on in the past few turbulent years. While most of her friends drifted away, living it up as singles while she had to move back home with her mum to raise her baby alone, Aidan had stuck by her. In fact, he was around enough for Maura to make him her daughter’s godfather, and for Chloe to call him “Uncle”. Maura and Aidan texted every day, talked often, and he came by once or twice a week to see her and Chloe, whether it was to watch a movie or grab a pint down at the local.

Now her eyes travelled over him as he stretched out his long legs and rolled up his sleeves to his elbows. Maura wasn’t used to seeing him dressed this way, not in his usual T-shirt or Henley and jeans, and it was strange how it’d thrown her a bit. He looked so… well, dammit, he looked… hot. Something low in her belly stirred the slightest bit and she blushed, turning away. Was that… was that a flash of lust she’d just felt? For Aidan? Good lord, she hadn’t sex in so long, she was eyeing her bestie just because he looked like some sinfully sexy executive tonight. That was insanity.

Of course, he’d find someone, sooner than later. He was a real catch. He’d turned twenty-nine just two weeks ago and had a great future in front of him. He was handsome and sexy, charming and funny, smart and had a good job, and adored kids. Well, he adored her kid, anyway. How had one of the many gorgeous women who threw themselves at him—and Maura knew that happened often—not snagged him yet and gotten him to commit? Would he ever settle down? It didn’t seem like it. He was having too much fun playing around, God bless him. A tiny barb stabbed at her as she thought about the woman who’d one day be lucky enough to own his heart. She better be good to him, or she’d have Maura to answer to, that was for sure.

“You’re staring at me,” he said. His brows lifted as he held her gaze. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Just thinkin’,” Maura mumbled, preoccupied with her thoughts.

What had brought all this on tonight? Just because he’d walked into her house dressed in a killer suit? That was crazy. But, sweet lord, he looked good. He really did. She was only human, after all.

“What’s the story?” He lifted the dark bottle to his lips and knocked back another swallow of beer. “C’mon, love, spill.”

Thankfully, Chloe interrupted, running back in and jumping onto the couch with an energetic flop.

She snuggled into Aidan’s side. “I have a new game, with letters. It’s an alphabet game. And it has bunnies. Want to see?”

“Bring it on!” His free arm slid around the little girl, but he shot one last questioning glance at Maura. “You okay, Em?”

He always called her “Em”, had since the first week they’d met. He’d turned the first letter of her name into an affectionate nickname that had stuck.

“Aye, I’m fine,” she assured him.

Seeing him with her daughter, so tender and adoring, made her heart give its usual little squeeze. Chloe had never known Niall, her biological father, much less anyone from his family, and Maura’s father had passed away when she was fourteen. Aidan was the closest thing to a dad Chloe knew, really. At the very least, he was a positive, male role model. He’d been more than a good godfather to Chloe, he truly loved her. Maura was so grateful there was one good man in their world. Aidan was her unicorn.

Chloe giggled as Aidan tickled lightly under her chin, making Maura smile, too.

“Em?” Aidan’s voice broke through her reverie again. “You’re startin’ to worry me. You’re standing here, but it’s like you’re on another planet. You feelin’ all right?”

“Aye, I’m fine, don’t be a hen.” Maura forced a grin. “I’m just zoning out because I’m hungry. Had a long day at work.”

“You callin’ for that pizza, then?” Aidan asked.

His eyes scoured her; he sensed something.

He knew her too well, dammit. “Right, right.” Maura turned away and swallowed a sigh. Her thoughts were so strange tonight. She needed a beer herself. She waved his credit card in the air. “Making the call now, ya worrywart.”
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Aidan watched Maura cross the room to pull her cell phone from her bag. She’d totally zoned out there, with her gaze fixed on him. Not once, but twice. Weird.

“Uncle Ay,” Chloe said in her little helium voice that he adored, “you have to tap what letter is missing from the word, or the bunny doesn’t get his carrot.”

“Huh? Aye, sorry, love. Like this?”

They played together while Maura ordered the food, and didn’t stop when she rejoined them on the couch two minutes later. He stole a glance at her and she grinned; she seemed okay now. She relaxed into the soft cushions, watching them play with a sweet smile on her face. That face… God, how he adored Maura’s face. The light dusting of freckles that covered every inch of her pale skin, her blue-grey eyes that shone with intelligence, her high cheekbones, the sweet curve of her lips. Her long, rose gold hair was pulled back in a ponytail, a bit mussed and thoroughly adorable.

His best friend was a natural beauty. Apart from maybe some tinted lip balm, she rarely wore makeup, and she didn’t need any. She was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. He knew she didn’t think she was all that, but he sure as hell did. He had since the moment they’d met, back in their second year at university.

But tonight, she also looked tired. He wondered if he should be concerned. She worked long days, then went straight to pick up Chloe from the day care center if her mum couldn’t get there first. Though Maura was good at her job, she didn’t love it. She’d always had a head for numbers and found work in an accounting firm, as an assistant to one of the partners. The work was steady, but not challenging. The only reasons she stayed there were they were understanding about her child care situation and the office was less than ten minutes from both her house and the day care. She had very little time to herself. Sometimes he wondered if he was the only person left in her life who insisted that she have any fun.

Since she moved back in with her mum to raise Chloe, almost five years ago now, Maura had slowly isolated herself. He admired her determination to do what was right for her daughter, always putting Chloe’s welfare and needs before her own… but he’d wondered more than once if she wasn’t somehow punishing herself as well. For falling in love with and trusting Niall, a man who ended up hurting and betraying her in the worst ways imaginable. It had broken more than her heart when he ditched her and their unborn child; it had broken her spirit.

The truth was, she’d never been the same since. She wasn’t the sweet yet feisty girl he’d known before, open to everything and everyone, ready to take on whatever came her way with enthusiasm and an infectious smile. Sure she’d recovered, and made a decent life for herself and Chloe… but damn, he missed her brilliant, open smile. The one that reached her eyes. He rarely caught it nowadays.

When he met her back at uni, sure they’d both been young and idealistic, but Maura had spark and she had plans. Simple yet solid plans for her future. She’d planned to start her own business, so she wouldn’t have to answer to anyone but herself. She used to talk about opening a flower shop, but in the heart of Dublin, so she could enjoy city life. After graduation, she’d just started to embark on that, and had been close to achieving her goal… but an unplanned pregnancy had changed the course of her life. Even more so when her fiancé abandoned her; when Maura was seven months pregnant, Niall suddenly flipped. Claiming he didn’t have it in him to be a dad and husband, he broke their engagement and vanished. She’d had no choice but to move back home with her mum, something she’d sworn she’d never do.

Even now, almost five years later, Aidan scowled as he thought of Niall, that scumbag. He’d never once tried to contact Maura, or inquire about the baby he’d brought into the world. Being the youngest of eight children, Aidan treasured family. The McKinnons were all about honor, hard work, and loyalty to family. How any man could abandon their child like Niall had, Aidan would never know. And how any man could leave a woman like Maura, the most wonderful, beautiful woman he knew, was unfathomable.

He watched now as Maura reached out and ran her hand over Chloe’s hair, so like her own. Both had the most gorgeous strawberry blonde hair, long, thick manes of it that curled wildly at the ends. During the bad days after Niall first left, sometimes Maura would suddenly break down and cry, and Aidan would hold her and play with her hair. He’d just brush it back from her face in a rhythm meant to soothe, holding her close, rubbing her back, letting her cry it out in the safety of his arms because he didn’t know what to say or do for her… her hair felt like shiny ribbons of silk between his fingers.

“Chloe,” he said now, “I need to talk to your mum about something grown-up. Just for a few minutes. Could you please go to your room to play this game for a bit?” He tweaked the little girl’s nose as he gave what he hoped was a persuasive grin. “I promise we’ll call you back down as soon as we’re done talking. Okay?”

Chloe frowned, but got up from the couch. “Okaaaay. Promise it won’t be long?”

“I swear it, little miss,” Aidan said with mock solemnity. “You have my word.”

“Okay.” She looked at Maura and said, “I can bring the tablet with me, right?”

“Aye, you can. Go on now.”

They watched the little girl skip across the room and make her way up the stairs.

As soon as she disappeared, Maura turned to Aidan and demanded, “All right, enough. Out with it. What’s going on?”


Chapter Two


[image: ‡]‡

“You know how you and I have always talked about taking a trip to New York?” Aidan asked.

Maura nodded. They’d talked about it so many times, she couldn’t count.

“And you know that my brother Gavin is getting married…”

She nodded again. “The wedding’s at the end of the summer.”

“Aye, last week of August. Well, his girlfriend—ehm, fiancée—Toni, you know she’s originally from New York, that’s where they met.” Aidan didn’t need to repeat details; Maura knew everything about his life, probably more than anyone else in the world except for his other closest friend, Baz. “Ya know their life’s here in Dublin, and the wedding will be here.”

“Sure I know, you asked me to go with you.” She reminded him, looking at him as if he were daft. “Unless you’ve changed your mind? You found a real date you’d rather bring?”

“No! No, of course not. You’re my always-date-for-official-events, ya know that.” He winked. “But Gavin and Toni have decided to also have a small ceremony back in New York, for all of her relatives and friends, since it’d cost too much to ask them all to fly here.” He lifted his beer bottle to his lips to steal a quick sip. “They said they fell in love on the beach on Long Island, so they want a ceremony on the beach there as well.”

“I think that’s lovely,” Maura said.

Being friends with Aidan for so long, over the years she’d met six of his seven siblings—everyone but Sean, who’d moved to New York City before Maura and Aidan had even met, and never returned. But Gavin was her favorite. He was unbelievably nice, and he was also a good doctor; when he’d switched to pediatrics two years ago, Maura had taken Aidan’s suggestion and made Chloe one of Gavin’s first patients. He was wonderful with her.

“So I was thinking…” Aidan said. “You’re turning thirty in July.”

“Don’t remind me.” She groaned. Her big birthday loomed, only two months away now, and she tried every day not to dwell on the milestone number. “You just love that you’re a year younger than me and can tease me about how bloody old I am.”

“Well, there is that,” he said with a laugh.

“You tortured me when I turned twenty.” She reminded him. “You’ll likely be unbearable with thirty.”

“Actually, quite the opposite,” he said. “I want to give you a fun gift. Something special. It’ll just be a bit belated.” He set the bottle down and leaned towards her, his eyes alight and focused. “Gavin and Toni are doing their New York beach ceremony over Labor Day weekend—that’s an American holiday. First weekend of September.” The corners of his mouth curved up and he took her hands in his. “I want you to come with me. Let’s go to New York for a week, I’ll pay for everything. We’d have a blast and you know it. What do you say?”

Her mouth fell open and her eyes got round. He laughed at her reaction.

“You can’t be serious,” she finally said.

“I’m dead serious!”

“But you—that’s—” She shook her head. “It would cost—”

“I told you, it’d be my gift to you.” He gave her hands a gentle squeeze. “We’ve always talked about going to New York City. This is a perfect reason! I figure we’ll stay for a week. See all the sights, catch a Broadway show, eat real New York pizza. I’m thinkin’ maybe four days in Manhattan? Then head out to Long Island for three days on the beach, for the wedding. My sister Anna will be there, the sassy one who does crazy shit to her hair—and my brother, Sean, too. You’d finally meet him, be eight for eight with all the McKinnon siblings. You can’t pass that chance up!” He smiled brightly as he added, “You haven’t gone on a trip in forever. Let me do this for ya. We’d have fun.”

“Aidan.” Maura shook her head. “What you’re suggesting sounds… amazing. Truly. So generous. But so bloody expensive.”

“And so bloody worth it,” he countered.

She stared at him, her slate-colored eyes wide. “Why on earth would you want to do that for me?”

Because I’m helplessly, totally in love with you, you sweet, silly girl. And you have no idea. You never have. “Em. Maura. Miss Maura Grace Callahan. You’re my best friend in the whole world. Whenever I have to do a family get-together, there’s no one I’d rather have with me. So on that note, this is no different, really. Just a bit of a commute.” With a wink, he reached over for his bottle again and took a sip of beer. “Besides, I want to do something special for you. Thirty’s a big birthday. Let me give you this gift.” Let me take you away from here, somewhere special, so I can try to sweep you off your feet and finally tell you how I really feel about you. It’s time.

“Jaysus!” Maura stared at him. “I… I don’t know what to say. It’s unbelievably generous, Aidan. And I do appreciate your thinking of me. But I don’t know…”

He fought for normalcy, putting on his best casual-yet-charming demeanor. “You accompany me to every wedding, company party, and family function as it is.” He pointed out. “You’d be doing me our usual favor. Just in New York, instead. Think of it, Em! New York City. And a wedding on the beach. You love that kind of sappy stuff! It’ll be fantastic; of course I want you to go with me.” He fixed her with his most persuasive stare. “C’moooon, say yes. You know you wanna.”

She smiled slowly, a rare sparkle in her eyes. “You argue a strong case…”

He hadn’t seen that sparkle in so long, it filled him with joy. “Say yes, Em.”

Suddenly, the doorbell rang, making her jolt. “Wow, they’re really early. They told me the pizza would take about an hour.”
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Maura rose from the couch, her head reeling with Aidan’s offer. But she couldn’t stop smiling. The idea was an exciting one, she couldn’t deny that. She’d always been dying to go to New York, it was number one on her travel bucket list and he knew it. And of course they’d have fun…

She opened the front door. But it wasn’t the pizza delivery man standing there; it was Niall, her ex-fiancé, the father of her child, the man who’d walked out on them almost five years before. The smile slid off her face as she gripped the doorknob tighter. A chill skittered over her entire body.

“Hello, Maura,” Niall said. His dark eyes raked over her. “You look well.”

His dark hair was shorter than she remembered, and heavy scruff covered his jaw. But those eyes… how she’d once loved to gaze into his eyes. God, how she’d once loved him. With everything she had. Yes, her pregnancy had been unplanned, and it seemed to bring out his temper. They’d argue, and he drank more than he should, but she wrote it off to the stress of the situation. And then, one night, he came home lousy drunk and hit her. Slapped her right across the face a few times, shoved her around the room… when she was seven months pregnant. Aidan had gone looking for him the next night, probably to kill him, but Niall disappeared, never to be heard from again.

“What…” Her mind had gone blank from the shock. “What are you doing here?”

“I was hoping to see you,” he said, smiling broadly.

It made her breath catch. That smile used to do things to her, and now it was like a Pavlov’s dog reaction—her heart fluttered. She didn’t like it.

In fact, she hated it. She hated that he had any effect on her at all. And she’d be damned if she let him know it.

Clearing her throat, she said staunchly, “Fine, now you’ve seen me. Is that all?”

“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” he asked, still smiling, charming as ever. “I’d love to catch up.”

“Catch up on what, exactly?” she inquired. “How ya left? No thanks, I’ll pass on that stroll down memory lane.”

“Aww, c’mon now. We had some good times. Surely you remember that.”

“Aye, I remember,” she said, hoping her voice sounded like steel even as her stomach lurched. “And ya left anyway, that’s how much those good times meant to you. So I’ll ask one last time. Why are you here? Showin’ up out of nowhere after almost five years? There’s got to be a reason.”

“I told you.” His voice was smooth as velvet. “I wanted to see you.”

She started to close the door in his face.

He stopped it, holding it open with one strong hand. “All right, all right.” His smile faded and the glint in his eyes took on something much less charming. “I’m here to see my daughter.”

Maura drew a shaky breath, trying to swallow back the rush of emotion that made her mouth go dry.

She lifted her chin in defiance. “You gave up any right to call her your daughter when you left. She’s my daughter, and that’s it.”

Niall’s gaze narrowed and he opened his mouth to speak, but his eyes left her face to look at something behind her.

“Everything all right here?” Aidan asked.

She could feel him at her back and wanted to hug him with gratitude and relief. “Not really,” she said. “Unwelcome surprise visitor.”

“Aidan, well, look at that,” Niall said. “You’re still around, eh? You two always were inseparable. Guess that much hasn’t changed, eh, mate?”

“I’m not yer mate. What do you want?” The sharp edge of Aidan’s tone clearly brooked no bullshit.

“I’m here to see my daughter,” Niall repeated.

“She’s not your daughter,” Maura bit out. “She’s mine. You were nothing but a sperm donor.”

Aidan put a hand on her shoulder. “Lady’s got a point.”

“Can’t I just see her?” Niall asked, with the fake charm he’d used at first. “See what she looks like, at least? She’s my little girl.”

“You’ve got to be joking,” Maura said, trying to ignore the churning in her stomach. “How did you even find me?”

“Wasn’t too hard,” Niall said. “Figured I’d start at the beginning. Turns out your mum never sold the place, she’s still in this house. I came here to see her, to ask her for your address. This worked out better than I’d hoped.”

“Don’t you think you should call someone before just dropping by?” Aidan asked.

His voice was stern but calm and Maura wished she could reach into herself for some calm. Her mind felt like a pinball machine where the ball had been drawn back and shot hard; like that bouncing sphere, she was skittering between shocked, furious, and scared. Most of all, she hated the quickening in her heart when she’d first seen him. For a split second, she’d had an involuntary reaction… one of longing. She’d stamped it down quickly, but the fact it had flickered at all made her hate herself. Coupled with his astonishing request and the look in his dark eyes that made her uneasy, Maura’s head was reeling.

Thankfully, she wasn’t alone. “You need to leave now,” Aidan said firmly. “Call and perhaps we can arrange a meeting.” He slid his arm around her shoulders and gave her the slightest squeeze. She had never been as grateful for Aidan’s presence in her life as she was at that moment.

“Why wait?” Niall asked. “I’m here now.”

“Because she doesn’t know you,” Maura said. “To her, you’re a stranger. She knows nothing about you.”

His face changed at that. “Nothing?” The surprise was clear. “You never told her anything about me? Nothing at all?”

“Why would I?” she asked. “You were as gone as gone gets.”

“You must’ve told her something about her father.” He pressed, his anger starting to bleed through the thin veil of feigned charm.

“I told her he disappeared before she was born,” Maura said. “Not much else.”

His cheeks flushed as he snapped, “How do you tell that to a wee child?”

“How do you do that to a wee child?” she countered. Aidan squeezed her shoulder again. “Yet that’s just what ya did. I owe you nothing. Neither does Chloe.”

“I’m not going to just go quietly,” Niall murmured.

“Why not?” she asked pointedly. “You did the first time. After you beat me up, of course. Still want that stroll down memory lane?”

Aidan’s arm stiffened around her at the mention of Niall hitting her.

“No. But I want to get to know my little girl. So whether ya like it or not, I’m back now,” Niall said. Something in his tone made the words sound as much like a warning as it was a statement. “So I’ll come back again. And again. Until I get to my daughter. Ya hearin’ me?”

“Is that… a threat?” Maura wanted to vomit, or hit him. Maybe both. “We haven’t heard a word from you since I was pregnant, and you think you’re going to just drop on by, back into my daughter’s life, and I’ll let you? Smile and invite you in? Hell no. Because any man who’d knock around a pregnant woman is a danger to society. I won’t let you lose your temper on her like ya did on me. You think I just forgot how we ended, just before you left? Think again.”

“Quit the dramatics,” Niall said dismissively. “I want her to come around by me, get to know me.”

“Ya gonna hit her, too?” Aidan asked in a low voice. “Because I still didn’t put your face into the ground for when you raised a hand to Maura. I owe ya for that.”

Maura glanced at her friend. Aidan’s tone and gaze were lethal.

“You always hated me,” Niall said to him. “Didn’t ya? Couldn’t stand I was bangin’ your best girl.”

Maura’s breath caught. She saw Aidan flinch for a second, but all he said was, “You were scum then, and I see you still are. All the more reason you shouldn’t be near a small girl.”

“I am her father,” Niall growled. “I’ll find a way to bring her around. You can’t keep me from her forever.”

“You left!” Maura cried, finally losing what was left of her self-restraint. Her heart was pounding so hard, she felt as if it would burst out of her chest. “You said you weren’t cut out to be a husband or a father. You certainly proved that—you hit me when I was pregnant with your child! Then you left and never called, not once. Not so much as an email. Why would you just come back now and expect me to forget all that? Who the bloody hell do you think you are?”

“I think I’m her father,” Niall said darkly. “Whether you like it or not.”

“No, no, you’re not,” Maura said. “A father is someone who’s involved, who cares, who’s there. You haven’t been, not ever. Aidan’s a hundred times more of a father her to her than you’ve ever been.” Her ice cold hands balled into fists. Aidan rubbed her back, meant to soothe, but she had rarely been so outraged. Years of pent up anger and frustration were boiling over. She crossed her arms across her chest and snapped, “It’ll just confuse her. I won’t let you shake up her world because you suddenly remembered she exists. Just go away.”

“I’m not going to just go away,” Niall warned. “I intend to see my daughter. To know her. To let her know she can come visit me sometimes.”

Blood roared in her head and rushed through her veins. “So I can be afraid for her safety? Wondering if you’ll get drunk while you’re with her, like ya did with me so often? Or lose it one time and hit her, like ya did to me? No way,” she ground out. “Now get out of here!”

Aidan’s hand moved to the small of Maura’s back in a subtle but unmistakable gesture of support. He said to Niall in a low, hard tone, “I believe the lady asked you to leave.”

“And what if I won’t?” Niall stared her down.

Maura’s heart felt like it was going a thousand beats a minute, and she could barely catch her breath.

“Mummy?” Chloe’s sweet voice floated from inside. “Is that the pizza man?”

“Is that her?” Abruptly, Niall tried to shove his way through the door.

Just as fast, Aidan moved to block him, their chests bumping before Aidan forcefully shoved Niall back, slamming his shoulders with both hands.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Aidan shouted.

“You can’t tell me I can’t see her,” Niall said, shoving back. “Let me pass!” He tried to push forward again, and again Aidan gave him a harder shove that sent him back two steps.

“You’re going to scare her this way!” Maura cried, panic rising in her throat. “Stop it! You claim to want her—why would you want to scare her?”

Niall shot her a venomous look, but stayed where he was. He glared at Aidan, who didn’t budge from his protective stance. Their heated gazes locked. They were about the same size, six feet tall and lean of build, but Maura knew Aidan could probably take Niall out if they went at it. She hoped so.

“Move another inch forward,” Aidan warned in a lethal tone, “and I’ll fucking flatten you. Make no mistake.”

“Dare you to give it a go,” Niall sneered.

Aidan’s fingers flexed before balling into fists. “We know you’re good at hitting pregnant women. Let’s see how ya do on a man your own size. I’ll give it a go, all right.”

Niall snorted out a laugh. “Neither one of you are worth my time. I just want my daughter.” His dark gaze turned to Maura. “You won’t keep me from my own flesh and blood,” he said, eyes flashing.

“I didn’t,” Maura said, “you did. When you hit me, then left.”

“Don’t you come around here again,” Aidan said. His voice was as steely as his gaze, and his fists tightened at his sides. “Ever. Ya hearin’ me?”

Niall’s dark eyes blazed as he glared at Aidan, then Maura. Something in his glare made Maura shiver. Back when they were together, he skated around things, as if rules didn’t apply to him. There was a disconnect there… she could tell it was still like that. His mouth curved into a smile, charming as could be. It unnerved her more than his openly angry looks. “I’ll see ya around,” he said. “Count on that.” He stalked down the front walk, climbing into a dark car at the end of the block and peeling out.

Aidan shut the door hard and turned to face Maura, gripping her shoulders as his wild gaze scoured her. “Jaysus, are you all right?”

She shook her head, unable to speak. Aftershock set in immediately; her insides started trembling as hard as her outsides. He pulled her into his arms and held tight.

“I’m so glad you were here,” she choked out in a whisper.

“Me too. Christ, you’re shaking.” He rubbed her back as he held her. “Shhhh. It’s all right, Em. Everything’s going to be all right. He’s gone. I’m here. Chloe’s fine.”

She closed her eyes and felt tears slip down her cheeks. There was a whirring noise in her head… her heart was still hammering in her chest, making it hard to draw a deep breath. A fresh shudder ran through her entire body, harder than the others. She wondered if she’d shake enough that she’d break apart. Aidan pressed a kiss to her forehead and held her tighter, whispering words of comfort.

“Mummy?” Chloe walked to them. “Who was yelling? Where’s the pizza?”

“It’ll be here soon, sweetheart,” Aidan said to the girl, still rubbing Maura’s back as she clung to him. “Go on and play the bunny game, okay? We’ll be right in.”

“Are you all right, Mummy?” Chloe asked, frowning.

Maura couldn’t speak. She shook so hard, she could barely even breathe.

“She’s fine, love,” Aidan said. “Just, ehm… had a bit of a scare. There was a prankster at the door, that’s what you heard. I took care of it. Go on, now. Give us a minute. Please.”

Still frowning, but without a word, Chloe did as she was asked.

“I can’t breathe,” Maura stammered into his shoulder. “I’m flipping out.”

“I’ve got you,” Aidan said, his deep voice gentle, his hands sweeping up and down her back. “Just hold on to me and try to breathe. I’m right here.”

Niall, back in her life, in their lives, just like that. It was incomprehensible. Maura willed her racing heart to slow; falling apart now would only scare Chloe and not accomplish a damn thing. Aidan held her close and whispered soothing words, over and over. After a few minutes, she stopped shaking. Her head rested against his chest; he never ceased his slow, gentle strokes up and down her back.

“Ya with me, love?” he asked carefully.

She nodded. “Better now. Thank you.”

He pressed a kiss to her temple. “I’m just glad I was here.”

“How dare he just show up like that?!?” she finally said with a mixture of disbelief and outrage. She took a few more slow, deep breaths. The whirring noise, the frightening, consuming tornado noise, had faded from her head. “He’s not her father,” she said angrily, pulling back to look up at Aidan’s face. “He can’t just waltz back in here and decide he wants to be a dad now. The gall! And the way he tried to barrel in here…” Fresh tears sprang to her eyes. “Is he going to try that again? Will he try to hit me again? Or is he going to stalk me now? Or—oh, God—is he going to try to stalk Chloe? Or maybe he has been already?” The tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Listen to me. If he comes near you again, or her,” Aidan said firmly, “you call the Garda, straight away. And then me. You call me and I’ll get to you as fast as I can. You hear me?” He cradled her face in his hands and wiped her tears away with his thumbs. “I’ve got your back, Em. He’s nothing but a coward, always was. Try not to worry, all right?”

She swallowed a sob and let her head drop back onto his chest. Again his arms slid around her and he held her close.

“I’m in shock,” she whispered. “And I’m a little scared, not gonna lie. He’s not just a coward, he’s a loose cannon. Was then, and seems he still is now.”

“You don’t have to be scared,” Aidan commanded gently. “You’re not alone. You’ve got your mum, both your sisters, and me. We’re all here for you.” He rubbed her back and kissed the top of her head. “Team Chloe will close ranks. We’ll keep her away from him. Don’t you worry.”

Maura again tried to breathe. She had a terrible feeling this was only the beginning of something long, ugly, and potentially life changing. The only thing keeping her from losing it completely right then was the feel of Aidan holding her, solid and sure.


Chapter Three
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Aidan couldn’t concentrate worth a damn. Sunlight streamed through the windows of his office, bright and cheery, yet he felt anything but. Bloody Niall, that bastard. Aidan had insisted on sleeping over Maura’s house the night before in case Niall returned, and she’d gratefully accepted. When her mother came home, they’d had to fill her in, and Peggy Callahan had been furious. He’d tried to talk both Peggy and Maura down after helping them get Chloe to bed, but he’d ended up feeling useless. These were strong, capable women, used to being on their own, and entitled to their anger on this. Once Maura had regained herself, she’d been spittin’ nails like she usually did when she was pissed off. There was nothing he could do just then that they couldn’t do for themselves.

So he’d just poured them each a shot of whiskey, and one for himself, as he listened to them talk. Later, he’d barely slept in her younger sister’s old room, and it wasn’t just because the twin bed was small and the room was painted a loud shade of hot pink. He was upset for Maura. She was right about one thing—Niall was a loose cannon. That made Aidan worried, angry, uneasy… all the same feelings Maura was having. They were that strongly connected.

In the morning, he’d gone with Maura to drop Chloe at child care, and stood by her side as she explained to the woman who ran things there what was going on. Then he’d accompanied Maura to her job, wanting her to feel protected and safe. Maybe making sure of that for himself, as well.

Before she got on the lift to go up to her office, she turned to him with tears in her eyes. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you last night,” she confessed in a thick whisper, throwing her arms around his neck and crushing him with her hug. “Thank you, Aidan. Thank you for being such an incredible friend.”

“Eh, stop. I’d do anything for you, ya know that. I’m just glad I was there.” He hugged her back just as tight and promised, “Everything’s going to be fine. Try not to let this consume you all day, all right?”

“Easier said than done,” she sniffled.

“I know. But you have to live your life, and not in fear. C’mon, Callahan, you’re strong. Remember that.” He’d pulled back, pressed a kiss to her forehead, and looked down at her. “Call me, text me, whatever you need today, okay? And I’ll come by again tonight. We’ll order takeaway, I’m buyin’. For your mum, too, if she’s home. We’ll watch a movie or somethin’. All right?”

Maura had gazed back up at him with such gratitude and affection; it had made him weak at the knees.

“You’re the best friend anyone could ever have,” she said. “Thank you. Thank you for everything. Last night, this morning…”

“Deep breaths, now.” He gently tweaked under the chin with his knuckle and winked. He’d be damned if he let on how concerned he was, she needed his strength now. “You got this. Just go about your day, don’t give in to worry.”

Well, he’d given her great advice, but hadn’t been able to follow it himself. The workday had been pure crap so far. He hadn’t accomplished a thing. All he could do was think about Maura and her suddenly distressing situation. In a flash, her life—and Chloe’s life—had been thrown off kilter, and he didn’t like it one bit.

Maura… his sweet, gorgeous girl. God knew how many times over the years she’d been there for him, in ways big and small. He wanted to help her now. Every fiber of his being was screaming with the need.

He loved her so much. Had since day one, and never even hinted it to her. He was afraid to. The thought of her rejecting him was too much to take, so he’d swallowed the words all these years and tried to just express it with actions. Only recently had things gotten to a boil inside him, that he was determined to finally tell her the truth and take the risk. When Gavin had told him about the ceremony in New York, Aidan thought it was a perfect way to sweep her away in a romantic gesture and admit his deeper feelings at last, make an overture for them to turn their close friendship into more… and this had happened. Goddammit.

He flexed his fingers, balled them into fists. Glancing at his right hand, he suddenly recalled when he’d broken his arm playing basketball, of all things. One night after work, out on the court in the park with his mates, he’d jumped up to take a shot, came down wrong against one of the guys, and landed smack on his right forearm, hard. The pain had been so bad he’d almost fainted from it. Baz was there and took him to emergency, and they’d set it in a cast. By the time Baz took Aidan home, slightly woozy from the painkiller, Maura had been there waiting for him. She’d let herself into his flat and cooked a hearty beef stew. The three of them had eaten, but Baz had been fine with leaving Aidan in Maura’s care.

Ma and Da told him to move back home so they could all help him until it healed. As the youngest of eight, Aidan knew they meant well but would’ve bloody suffocated him; he absolutely dreaded the idea of staying there.

Turned out, he didn’t have to. Maura swooped in like Florence Bloody Nightingale. Even with Chloe being only months old, Maura came to take care of him every night. They either went out to dinner—his insistence—or she cooked for him, which he didn’t want her doing every single night after she’d worked all day, hence his insistence they go out to eat some nights. And after dinner, she’d helped him with showers, which had become complicated as a one-armed man. He’d pull off his shirt, and she’d help him secure a plastic bag over his cast to keep it dry. She’d go into his tiny bathroom and start the water running, leave a towel out for him, and go watch TV while he managed to undo his pants and clumsily get through the shower process. He’d manage to towel himself dry, get dressed, and go out to the living room… she’d be lying on the couch, half asleep, watching American sitcoms that made her giggle. He’d take the opportunity to gaze at her for a few seconds before she was aware of his presence. Then she’d get up, make sure he was all right, that he didn’t need anything more before hugging him and going home to see her baby and do her own thing.

She was Wonder Woman, as far as he was concerned. Selfless, patient, caring. And so beautiful. If he hadn’t fallen in love with her from the day he’d met her—which he had—surely he would have during that time, because her thoughtful kindness had touched his heart like nothing else.

She was his. She didn’t know it, because he’d always been too afraid to tell her, but she owned his heart. Now, she was gripped by uncertainty and fear… his heart felt it all. Something about the look in Niall’s eyes, the dark malice of his words… Aidan’s inner white knight was suited up and ready to ride, sword drawn for battle. No way on earth would Aidan let that man get at his girls.

On a whim, he turned to the computer and began searching the government websites about custodial rights in Ireland. Starting with the basic laws already in place was a good place to start. He knew what Maura and Peggy had said last night was the truth—that in Ireland, mothers had exclusive rights where their children were concerned, married and unmarried. But did Niall have any sort of rights where Chloe was concerned? Was there a loophole they were unaware of?

Normally, he’d never condone keeping a man from his child. But he remembered the phone call. Maura, the morning after Niall had beaten her in a drunken stupor. Raging at how she’d gotten pregnant to trap him, and he’d make her pay for that. Her voice, thick with shame, as she told Aidan what had happened. He’d left work right away to go see her, and when she opened the door… her black eye, her swollen mouth, the bruise on her pale cheek… something primal had reared its ugly head in his core and made him want Niall’s blood.

He’d gone looking for him. Went to his job, only to find out Niall had been fired the day before. It wasn’t hard for Aidan to put the pieces together—Niall got fired, went out drinking for hours, then went home and took it all out on his pregnant fiancée. But then he’d disappeared.

Aidan had done some digging. He’d never told Maura, didn’t want to upset her any more than she already was… but Niall had debts. Possibly gambling debts, with some undesirable people. Maybe he’d left Ireland altogether to start over somewhere, somehow, without the added pressures of a wife and child. That was fine with Aidan. A man like Niall, with an unpredictable temper and shady ties, shouldn’t be anywhere near a child, much less Maura. Aidan was glad he’d gone.

Now, Aidan scanned a few sites before something on a parental rights website seemed to scream at him. He read it over three times:

“If the child is adopted by the mother and her husband, all rights and responsibilities are vested in the family unit. The father will no longer have any possibility of acquiring rights in respect to the child. The child’s mother becomes the adoptive mother, and her husband becomes the adoptive father; this legally excludes the biological father permanently from the child’s life.”

Aidan sat back in his chair, his fingers fiddling with a pen as an idea took hold and a plan started to bloom in his head. He sat and thought for a long time.
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“Ah, it’s good to see ya, son,” Peggy Callahan said with a relieved smile. She gave Aidan a quick kiss on the cheek before ushering him into the house.

“How’s Maura?” he asked, his voice dropped low so only Peggy could hear.

“Not good,” Peggy admitted. She took Aidan’s offering of a bottle of shiraz and added, “She’s trying to act like she’s fine, but that arsehole’s got her all shook up. She’s worried, she’s on edge.”

Aidan sighed and nodded. “She upstairs?”

“Aye, in Chloe’s room with her. They’re having a tea party.” Peggy smiled as she turned toward the kitchen. “Maura said you wanted to order dinner in, but I made the steak pie you like. Should be ready in five minutes.”

As he went up the stairs, his heart skipped a few beats. What he was planning to do tonight had him riled up. But he’d thought it over all day, and the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. All he had to do was convince Maura of it, too. It was a huge leap, to be sure… but there were so many good things about it, he knew in his gut it was the best thing. Did it benefit him in some obvious ways, too? He knew that it did, but that wasn’t why he willing to do it. His own desires and needs would have to wait. They had for this long; they could for a time longer. Chloe was the top priority now.

He found his girls sitting on the floor of Chloe’s tiny bedroom. Yes, they were his girls. He’d thought of them that way for so long already… Niall’s sudden reappearance couldn’t alter the bond they all shared. If anything, it might serve to strengthen it.

“Uncle Ay!” Chloe said, delight brightening her tiny face. “We’ve just finished having tea, but would you like some?”

“What a proper young lady you are.” He marveled, tossing Maura a grin as he lowered himself to the soft carpet.

She smiled warmly back at him. He sat across from her, with Chloe between them, each on their own side of a small pink and purple blanket spread on the floor. A tiny plastic teapot, cups, and saucers sat on top of it—from the tea set he’d given Chloe for her fourth birthday a few months ago. The room was painted in shades of pale pink with white accents; he’d helped Maura paint these walls himself. Stuffed animals and pictures of Disney princesses were everywhere. He had four older sisters, and this was still the girliest room he’d ever set foot in his entire life.

“Princess Chloe,” he said with mock solemnity, trying for his best butler voice, “I’ve come to summon you and your mum for dinner. It’s being served in the grand hall in about five minutes. The Queen Mother has been cooking all evening, ya know.”

“Then I suppose we shall have to wash our hands, Prince Aidan?” Chloe said, right there with him in the game.

“Indeed, princess.” He glanced over at Maura.

There was a tightness around her eyes; she was putting on a good show, but he knew her too well. She was still upset. Maybe not as much as when he’d left her that morning, but she was.

“Queen Em? You’ll be joining us, aye?”

“Of course,” she said, rising slowly from the floor. “Not very hungry, but…” She swept her long hair back from her face and huffed out a breath.

“You’ll eat,” Aidan warned jokingly. “Or else.”

Dinner was fine, everything seemed normal. Maura and Peggy weren’t quite themselves, but they hid it from Chloe without issue. They all chattered on about what Chloe had done at preschool that day, about how summer was just around the corner, about the trips to the seashore they’d maybe take.

After they all cleared the dishes, Peggy said, “Why don’t you two go out for a while, get a pint at the pub? I’ll put Chloe to bed. Go on, off with ya.”

Ten minutes later, Aidan and Maura were walking the seven blocks from her house to their local, the Wee Dram Pub. The night air wasn’t as chilly as usual; summer really was on its way. Maura’s thin green sweater didn’t even need to be buttoned.

“Why do I feel like my mum had a reason to get us out?”

“She’s just worried about you,” Aidan said. “She thinks I’ll cheer you up.”

“Normally, you’d be able to, no doubt.” Maura blew out a huff of air. “Not tonight, though. I’m down, no question.”

“Then your mum was right to make us go out for a while.”

“Distraction tactics?”

“Aye, and it’ll work, you’ll see.” Aidan shot her a grin as they approached the pub’s front door.

In a few minutes, they were seated in the farthest corner booth, away from most of the comfortable noise of the patrons, music, and the flat screen over the bar flashing football and rugby games.

Maura shrugged out of her sweater as she said to Aidan, “What’s the story, Ay? You look so serious.”

“I’ve been thinking about you all day,” he confessed. “Worried about you. You and Chloe.”
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Maura watched as Aidan ran both hands through his hair, then over his strong jaw, covered in dark gold scruff. “Something about this thing with Niall really bothers me,” he said. “Ya don’t just show up out of nowhere unless you have a very specific agenda. And when he tried to just shove his way into the house like that, no respect for you whatsoever… I wanted to kill him, Em. I really did. And if he comes near you like that again, I just might.”

“My knight in shining armor,” she said sweetly, as she’d joked many times throughout the years.

“I’m not kidding,” he said, his brilliant blue eyes flashing.

“Neither am I.” Something in her chest pinged with warmth and spread through her. “Good lord, how you care about us—me and my daughter. You always have. Because you’re a good man, with a good heart. And I—” Maura smiled up at the waitress. “Hi, Janie.”

“Hey, you two. Here ya go.” She set down two pints, hard cider for Maura and Guinness for Aidan, and asked how Chloe was. They chatted briefly before Janie walked away.

Maura looked at Aidan again, saw the lines of tension in his face, and was overwhelmed by a wave of emotion. She’d been swallowing her feelings all day—the anxiety and worry… affection and gratitude for Aidan, fear and regret for Chloe… rage and a different kind of fear towards Niall… and a wallop of fresh self-reproach that she’d ever loved such a horrible person. It all washed over her now, now that she wasn’t at work, or at home putting on a brave face for her mother and daughter. Away from everything, in the safety of Aidan’s presence, she closed her eyes. The tears that had threatened all day finally burst free and slid down her cheeks.

“Hey now, Em.” Aidan’s hands slid across the tabletop to grasp hers. They were warm and firm, and felt so good around hers, which had gone cold as they often did when she was anxious. “Don’t cry, love. Everything’s going to be okay.”

“I-I’ve been flooded with so many thoughts all day, so many feelings…” She sniffled and shook her head. “I just… I’ve been thinking back on my life, and how I’ve already made so many mistakes.”

“What?”

“Aye, I have. Okay, if not flat out mistakes, how about bad choices.” Maura sniffled harder and pulled her hands from his to sweep the tears off her face. “Really. Terrible choices in men… back to university, even. I dated Jimmy for two years, gave him my heart and soul… and he ended up cheating on me.”

Aidan scowled. “That’s why I beat the shite out of him when you found out, remember?”

“Aye, I do.” She couldn’t help but grin. “You hit him first, caught him off guard… but then he decked ya hard. Scared me witless.”

“He was stronger than me, what can I tell ya.”

“You were no slouch. You gave as good as ya got, McKinnon. I was there.”

Aidan shrugged, but couldn’t hide the spark of masculine pride in his eyes.

“I couldn’t believe you started that fight over me.” She went on, “I didn’t know what to do. But with that last punch, he really took ya down. I got scared. You were almost unconscious—”

“Okay, okay, I remember, ya don’t have to go there.”

“And I felt so bad, I took you back to my place—”

“And you nursed me back to health. I got beer and ice cream in bed, and we watched movies for the rest of the night. Next day, you treated me like a bloody king. Not so bad.” Aidan winked. “I told ya then, but I’ll remind ya now; he deserved it, for how he treated you. But I think I was just as disappointed in him as you were. I mean, the three of us were so close… he lied to you, aye, but he lied to me, too.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Past is the past. He’s gone, we still have each other. He lost, twice over.” With a shrug, he lifted his pint and took a big swallow of stout. “No regrets.”

“Like I said. My knight in shining armor,” she said again, with great affection.

“You’re my best girl. Always have been.” He clinked his glass to hers and they sipped. “Besides, back then, you didn’t need a knight. You were fine. I always just tagged along.”

“What a load of crap!” she said, laughing. “From day one, we were like… partners in crime.”

“Aye, we clicked from the start.” His eyes shone as his teasing grin turned warm. “Ahh, memories. First day of class, you sat down next to me and couldn’t help but smile at me.”

“It was the only empty seat in the room,” she quipped.

“It was meant to be!” he said with mock drama. “That professor was a total bellend, we started whispering like naughty kids… then went for something to eat after. Instant friendship. The rest is history.”

She nodded slowly, loving how well he remembered. “Lucky me.”

“Nah, lucky me.” He tossed her a wink. “I got an amazing goddaughter out of the deal.”

The mention of Chloe made Maura smile. She tapped her glass to his again.

They sipped in comfortable silence as people laughed and talked throughout the pub. A cheer went up from a group of young guys at the bar; someone on the telly had scored a goal.

“There are so many things I wish I’d done differently,” Maura said.

Aidan shook his head. “Don’t do that. Pointless. Can’t undo the past.”

“No, but we can learn from it. Or try to.” She ran her fingertip around the rim of the glass in lazy circles. “I don’t mean for this to sound like a melodramatic declaration, but I came to a decision today. I’m not going to date again.”

He blinked. “What? You mean, like, ever again?”

She nodded.

“Pfffft.” He waved a dismissive hand. “That’s ridiculous. Pure shite.”

“No, it’s not. I’ve been thinking about it. For a while, actually, but last night just drove it home…” She bit down on her bottom lip, trying to articulate her thoughts. “I’ve made too many bad choices. I’m not alone anymore. I have a daughter to consider. I have to think of her as well. I think it’s just best to stay on my own.”

“I think you’re a bloody fool,” he muttered.

“There were a few that didn’t work out, but then there was Niall.” She took a sip of her cider. “I thought he was such a great guy. I thought he was the one. But you never liked him.”

“To be fair, I’ve never liked any of your boyfriends.” Aidan reminded her.

A sharp laugh escaped her. “Ha! That’s true. Guess you always had better radar than I did.”

“Nah.” His eyes flickered away, down to the table, then somewhere over her shoulder. “Just never thought any of them were worthy of ya.”

“And you were right,” she said, coming back to her original point. “And the last one was the worst of all.” She shuddered as she recalled the dark, angry look on Niall’s face the night before. “Look, it’s obvious I’m not cut out for dating, or relationships.”

“That’s such crap,” he said, sitting back in his seat. “You haven’t even gone on a date in forever, so I’m not buyin’, sorry. You’re just scared, and understandably so.”

“Every relationship I’ve had ended badly.”

“Show me a relationship that ends nicely. They don’t. That’s why they end.”

“Aidan, I’m turning thirty. Both of my older sisters were married by twenty-seven. Me, my teens and twenties are littered with losers.” She leaned in and said firmly, “The connecting factor with all those losers is me. I’m just being honest with myself.”

“No. No.” He shook his head. “You’re a beautiful, caring, fantastic woman. And when you have a heart as big and caring as yours is, some guys are going to try to take advantage. And they did.” He speared her with a sharp look. “Where’s this pity party coming from?”

She jolted and pulled her hands away. “It’s not a pity party,” she whispered.

“The hell it’s not.”

“Aidan…”

“It is. Stop it, before I throttle ya. Enough.” He shook his head hard, his jaw set. “Seeing Niall shook you up, I get that. But going further into hiding isn’t the answer.”

“I didn’t think that was what I’m doing. Or what I’d done already.” A light blush bloomed on her freckled face as she considered it. “Is that what you’re saying I’ve done?”

“Well… yes,” he said. “Sorry, but it’s the truth. And now you want to burrow even deeper into your cave. And, dammit, I won’t let you.” His words were lightly teasing, meant to soften the weight of them. “Okay, that’s that, then. Right?”

“Actually… no. There’s more, Aidan.” Her voice pitched low and somber. “I need to ask something of you. And it’s a biggie.”

“Go.” He didn’t even blink. “I’m listening.”

“Here’s the thing…” Maura looked down into her glass and continued to watch the tiny bubbles settle around the rim on the surface of the cider, trying to piece together what she wanted to say. “I didn’t want any of this to sound like ‘woe is me’, I really didn’t. But yes, I plan to be on my own.” She swallowed hard, noting how Aidan watched her so intently. “And then I thought… well, you’re Chloe’s godfather, and you adore her, so at least she’ll have some kind of male role model in her life… that’s enough for me. And it’ll have to be enough for her. I need to ask you the biggest favor ever.”

He stared at her as if she were insane, but murmured, “Still listening.”

She grasped at the paper napkin on the table and started tearing at its edges as she went on. “I know it’s selfish of me to ask of you. To ask you to essentially be the man in Chloe’s life. But… what I’m asking is…” She cleared her throat as she felt her cheeks flush.

“Jaysus, woman,” he grumbled good-naturedly. “Out with it.”

“What I mean to say is—or ask you, rather—is would you be okay with being that involved in Chloe’s life? I don’t mean every day. I know you have your own life, but just…” Maura huffed out a frustrated breath. She could always say anything to Aidan. Why was this so hard? “She needs you. If she has you around, it’ll help down the line if… if Niall somehow works his way back into her life. I know I have most rights where she’s concerned, but I don’t really know if I can totally keep him away from her. So I just want her to have a good man around and, yes, I’m asking you to be that man.”

Aidan’s bright blue eyes locked on her, and the force of his stare jarred her. She wondered if she’d made him angry. It was such a strange, concentrated look on his face, she couldn’t tell.

“It’s a lot to ask, I know.” She rambled on, trying to diffuse the enormity of her request. “Maybe too much. You’ll want kids of your own someday and I—Christ, I’m so selfish. Know what? Forget it. I’ll—”

“I’m honored. And flattered. And relieved. Because you just made things very easy for us,” Aidan murmured. “Which gives my idea all the more merit.”

Something about the shift in his gaze made her gut start humming. She’d rarely seen such intensity from him. His whole demeanor had changed, and it made the hair on her arms prickle. “Ehm… what?”

He leaned across the table and reached for her hands, gripping them both tightly as he stared into her eyes. “You’re strong, Em, and I know that, even if you’re not really feelin’ it right now. But everyone needs help at times. And I can help you now.”

“I’m scared for my daughter,” she whispered and fresh tears sprang to her eyes.

“I know. I know you are.” He rubbed the tops of her hands with his thumbs, meant to soothe. “I’ve been thinking all day too, love. About you. You and Chloe. I came up with something that…” He cleared his throat, still caressing her hands. “You’re sitting here telling me you don’t want to meet someone new. And that you want me to be the regular man in Chloe’s life. Do I have all that right?”

She nodded, sniffing back her tears.

“Well… all that fits right in with the idea I came up with today.” He squeezed her hands as his eyes pinned hers. “Em… he scares me some, too. He’s violent. Any man who would hit a pregnant woman has no ethics, no boundaries. I don’t want Chloe around him, much less alone with him, any more than you do.”

She nodded again, vehemently this time. “That’s it. Exactly that.”

“I know, Em. So I found a way so Niall can’t get near Chloe, in any way. I’m willing to do something huge to make that happen. You up for it?”

Maura’s breath caught. The low, powerful tone of Aidan’s voice, the look in his eyes, even just his posture as he sat across from her… all so intense, and so sure. “Of course I’d do anything for her. But I dunno… you’re spookin’ me a bit.”

“I did some homework today. I knew in Ireland, the mother has all the rights where a child is concerned. But I found a loophole that would ensure Niall would be permanently out of Chloe’s orbit, no matter what he tries, forever.” Aidan let go of one of her hands to take a sip of his drink, then reached across the tabletop to grasp them both again. “It sounds cruel, and in most cases, it kind of is. But in this case, it definitely would work in your favor. In Chloe’s favor. Isn’t that what matters most?”

Maura knew that set of Aidan’s jaw—pure determination. He had that forceful look, the one he got before he did something either unbelievably risky or unbelievably brave. “Okay, I have to know. Tell me this magic secret.”

He looked into her eyes for a long beat, searching, before he said, “If we get married, he’ll never have access to her again. You don’t want a new man in your life, and I want to help you keep Chloe safe. So marry me, Em. Let’s get married. It’s the answer to everything.”


Chapter Four
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Aidan watched as Maura’s pretty lips parted in shock and her features froze. The color slowly drained from her freckled face, leaving it paler than usual. He didn’t move, just waited.

Finally she choked out, “Have you gone mad? You’re flippin’ mad!”

“No, I’m not. Listen to me.” He quickly told her about the research he’d done, and what would happen if he became Chloe’s adoptive father. “After that, you wouldn’t have to fight Niall alone. It’d be the both of us. With all the legal rights. He’d never have rights to her, ever. Don’t you see?”

“What I see is my best friend’s gone off the deep end,” she said, and tried to pull her hands out of his.

But he gripped them tight, not releasing her, willing her to look into his eyes. “Em, you just gave me the whole bloody narrative about how you don’t ever want to date again. How ya want to be alone. Right? I was listening, heard every word ya said.”

She blinked and sputtered, “Well, sure, but—”

“And then you asked me to be the man in Chloe’s life, since ya plan to grow old alone, right?” The corners of his mouth curved up. “Which is very, very meaningful to me, by the way. I’m honored you think so highly of me as to even want that. Truly.”

She blushed gorgeously and nodded. “I do. I thought you knew that.”

“Well, this was more than usual. So… if you have no plans to ever get married anyway.” He pressed. “And you want me around more for Chloe’s sake, problem solved. We get married, I adopt Chloe, we become her legal parents, Niall has no claim and has to disappear again, end of story.”

“I—what? No!” she cried. “I asked you to be there for her a little more, not to give up your whole life for us! You really have lost your mind.”

“Really? Because it all makes total sense to me,” he said. “And give up my whole life? That’s a bit dramatic, don’t ya think?” He saw the consternation and disbelief in her eyes. He had to make her understand. “I wouldn’t be giving up my life, Em. I’d be helping my best friend and my goddaughter stay safe.”

She ripped her hands from his then. “It’s too much. You—you’re—No. No, Aidan.”

“No? Just like that?” He hadn’t expected her to reject him outright. It stung. “Why? Think about it, Em. It’s a good plan.”

“You’re going to want to get married someday!” she cried. “Like, for real!”

“I believe I just proposed marriage,” he said. The only woman I’ve ever wanted to marry is you.

“Don’t be cute. This—you—you’re ready to play house in the suburbs with us?” she said, eyes wild. “You hate the suburbs.”

“I grew up in ’em, Em.” He pointed out. “Not exactly alien territory.”

“You live in the city because you go out almost every night, and date different, gorgeous women all the time!” she said. “Now you want to suddenly play daddy to Chloe? Do you even realize the commitment you’d be making?”

“How is that any different than what you just asked of me not five minutes ago?” he asked pointedly.

Her face flushed bright red. “I didn’t ask you to marry me and come live with us,” she said, her voice choked.

He willfully ignored the irrational sting her words caused. “No, you didn’t. But in light of what you just pronounced, and how I care about you and Chloe, and the research I did, and the fact that Niall is now a threat…” Aidan arched his brows. “Aye, it’s a bold, brash plan, but it covers all the bases.”

Maura shook her head. “I won’t let you tie yourself to us that way. You’ve never had a relationship that lasted more than a few weeks in all the time I’ve known you. Because you don’t ever want to settle down, you like to play around and have fun!”

Her words sent a chill over him, making him still. “That’s what you think?”

“Of course!” she said. “That’s what everyone thinks.”

No. His heart rate started rising. You don’t get it at all. I hid it too well.

“You’re a very attractive man.” Maura went on, oblivious to the turmoil she’d set off inside him, “You’re kind, witty, charming. You make good money and have a good job. You’re lighthearted and fun to be around. Of course women flock to you. And you’ve never committed to one, not one of them. Know why?”

Of course I know why. He stared at her. Because none of them were you. Because I’ve been in love with you for as long as I’ve known you and you only see me as a friend. Because I’ve tried to find someone else, someone to help loosen your hold on me, but none of them held a bloody candle to you. Because you’re the only one I’ve ever truly wanted, and no other woman compares.

“I’ll tell you why,” Maura barreled on, utterly clueless. “Because you like to play the field, and you should. You’re young and free! That’s fine, good for you! You really willing to cut the fun short to play daddy now?”

“Yes.” He hissed. “Because Chloe’s safety matters more to me than going out and partying, dammit.”

“I love you for that, but you’re not hearin’ me. I won’t put on a sham marriage,” Maura said, her voice low and serious. “I won’t do that to Chloe. If I—if we—we’d have to act like a real couple.”

His blood rushed through his body, quick and hot. “We practically do already,” he bit out. “How many friends have said we’re like a married couple but without the sex? Hell, we’ve joked about that ourselves.” And it’s killed me every time.

“Yes, that’s true. But Aidan, sweetheart…” She stared at him, almost into him. “If I let you adopt my daughter, you’d have to really be her father… and my husband. It wouldn’t be just for a few months until Niall left us alone. I couldn’t do that to her.”

“Neither could I.”

“If we put all that in place for her, and act like a married couple and live together… that’d be for life. You couldn’t leave.”

“I never would,” he said, as if it were a solemn pledge. “I’m nothing like Niall, Maura. And you know it.”

“I do know it. That’s the problem. You’d stay with us forever.” She sighed, and her gaze turned sad. “Which is amazing, because you’re loyal and true and all the things a good man should be, which is why I love you so much. And why I’m so glad my daughter has you in her life.” Her eyes filled with tears. “But Aidan… I mean… if we got married, you’d live with me and Chloe. I’d only want her to see a good marriage. So you’d have to be a real husband, and that would mean you’d have to stop going out and dating. You’d have to be faithful to me—a woman you’re not in love with, or even attracted to. I know you’ve never thought of me that way.”

He nearly swallowed his tongue as her words rang in his head. A woman you’re not in love with. And she thought he wasn’t attracted to her?!? For the love of God… it’d all be funny if it wasn’t so insane. He’d been painfully successful in hiding his feelings and desires from her all these years; that was crystal clear. Something gripped him—determination, indignation, he wasn’t sure what—but dammit, it was time to set her straight. Maybe if he told her the truth, it would change her mind. She’d understand he wasn’t seeing this as the sacrifice she obviously thought it to be.

“You know that, eh?”

“Aye, I do.”

“Maura.” He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and steeled himself. “Let me tell you—”

“No. I won’t hear any more of this.” She sighed again, shaking her head. “I love that you want to help me—us—this much, but you didn’t fully think it through. Yes, we’re best friends, and a base of true friendship usually does make for the best marriages… once those friends fall in love. But that’s not us. We love each other, but you’re not in love with me. So, no, I won’t marry you.”

Aidan’s heart thumped wildly in his chest as his mind raced, unsure of what to say or do now. Would she even believe him if he suddenly blurted out his feelings?

She leaned back and took a few long swallows of her cider. “Maybe I’ve been alone too long, because when it comes to men, I don’t really trust my judgement now. But I trust you, Aidan. You’re a good man. And I thank you for wanting to help Chloe and me. But you deserve more than… something like this. I won’t let you do it.”

He kept staring at her. She was confused and put off, and he was scared of making himself vulnerable, revealing his biggest secret. But it was time, long past time. He couldn’t wait until a trip to New York. He had to tell her the truth about how he felt right now, he had to risk it.

He’d seen the determined, almost unhinged look in Niall’s eyes last night. That man wasn’t making empty threats about staying around. Aidan needed to keep an eye on Maura, and they both had to keep Chloe safe from that lunatic. If they got married, they could keep Chloe safe. That was what mattered most. His feelings for Maura… well, he just had to finally tell her the truth, and whatever the fallout, he’d deal with it.

“Em. Maura… please listen to me. I’m serious, I need you to listen.” With another deep breath, he grasped her by the wrists this time and opened his mouth to speak.

“Well, well, look what we have here.”

Aidan and Maura looked up to see Niall standing there, leering down at them. As Aidan released her, he felt the blood pulse hot through his veins, his entire body on immediate alert.

“Did you follow us here?” she asked. “How the hell—”

“No, it’s just a lucky coincidence,” Niall said, grinning blandly.

What a load of shite. Aidan’s intuition whispered in his head. He totally followed us here. Probably scoping the house and Maura. Licks of flaming hot rage flared in his core.

“Aye, sure it is.” He stood up from the booth, getting right in Niall’s face.

“Back off. Or you’re gonna start a fight here?” Niall asked, almost a taunt.

“You better hope not,” Aidan said. “This is our local. We know half the people in here. They’d all cheer me on, not come to your aid.”

Maura’s hand shot out and grasped the back of Aidan’s shirt. “Don’t. He’s not worth it.”

Aidan held Niall’s gaze for a beat before saying, “As tempting as it is to just wipe the floor with ya, I have a better idea.” He gestured to the side of the booth he’d just vacated. “Why don’t you have a seat. Let’s talk.” Without waiting, he sat next to Maura. She scooted over to make room for him even as she gaped at him in obvious shock.

Niall nodded warily, then took the seat across from them. He clasped his hands on the tabletop as he eyed them. “What shall we talk about?”

“How about why you’ve suddenly reappeared after almost five years,” Aidan said, “with no warning and no good reason?”

“Wanting to see my daughter isn’t a good reason?” Niall asked.

“Not when ya never gave a shite before,” Maura said harshly.

Aidan squeezed her knee under the table, a request for her to hold back. “Niall. C’mon, man, why now? If you have a good reason, why not just tell us?”

Niall paused, seeming to formulate his words. Janie, their server, reappeared to ask if anyone needed anything, and they ordered another round.

After she walked away, Niall said, “I’m engaged. I’m getting married. And Frannie—that’s my girl—well, she can’t have children of her own. So I thought—”

“You thought you’d just give her the one you created and abandoned five years ago to fill the gap?” Maura said, seething.

Niall blinked. “Well, no. Not when you say it like that.”

“That’s exactly what it sounds like from this end,” Maura said.

Aidan wanted to reach across, grab Niall by the back of his messy dark head, and slam his face into the wooden tabletop until he bled.

But he drew a deep breath and said, “I have to agree with Maura, mate. Hate to break it to ya, but Chloe isn’t a doll, or a game piece. You can’t just use her to play happy family for your girlfriend.”

“Are you mental?” Maura said, her voice rising.

“No,” Niall snapped. “Frannie desperately wants kids. I already have one. It’d all work out, for everyone, if you’d just be more compassionate.”

Maura started to laugh, but Aidan knew it was the tight, shrill laugh of his best friend being pushed over the line. He moved his arm up and around her shoulders, holding her tight to his side.

“There are so many things wrong with all that,” Maura said, “I don’t even know where to begin.” She looked up at Aidan. “Is he out of his mind? Or is it me?”

“It’s not you.” Aidan immediately assured her. He turned his gaze back to Niall. “You’ll have to find another way to appease your girlfriend. Chloe isn’t available. In fact, you’ll have nothing to do with her.”

“I’m her father,” Niall said. “I am. You two can throw around words all you want, but it doesn’t make that fact any less true. So I won’t be dismissed. I’m not going away. I want access to my daughter, and I’ll find a way to have it.”

Maura started to breathe a little faster. Aidan saw the rush of color to her face, felt the rigidity in her body as he held her. He didn’t blame her for getting upset; he was, too. He’d never wanted to hit someone so much in his entire life.

“You still drink as much as you started to once you found out I was pregnant?” she asked Niall evenly.

A muscle jumped in his jaw. “No. Back then, I was… extremely stressed out by the situation. I went a little off the rails. I’m more together now.”

“I don’t care how together you are,” Maura said. “Any man who could beat on the woman who’s carrying his child, then disappear? Not exactly a shining example of good character or judgement.”

“That was then.” Niall sniffed. “I’m different now. And Frannie wants a child. I can give her that.”

“You don’t even care about Chloe,” Maura ground out. “She’s just a trophy to you, an offering. But dammit, she’s a little girl.” Her voice broke, and her eyes got glassy. “She’s a sweet, beautiful little girl that I’ve worked hard to make a good life for, in spite of the fact that she never had a father.”

“And I… appreciate that,” Niall said. “But I’m back now. I want her to spend time with me and Frannie. We can make a family life for her, too.”

“No.” Maura spat. “No fecking way. You can’t just sweep in here and pick up where you left off—”

“Now, now, Maura,” Niall cautioned. “Temper, temper. Not very becoming.”

Maura gripped the table so hard her knuckles turned white.

“When’s the wedding?” Aidan asked.

The random question made Maura and Niall jolt as if interrupted.

“Who cares?” Maura sputtered in bewilderment.

“Her parents insisted on a long engagement,” Niall said over her. “We’re having a big, church wedding and a huge reception. Three days before Christmas.”

“Really.” Aidan looked down pointedly at Maura, and her gaze locked with his.

They knew that in Ireland, when one applied for a marriage certificate, it was a three month wait until it was granted and a couple could wed. It was now the end of May. There was more than enough time.

“Em…” he murmured. “Maura.” His lips lifted the tiniest bit. “Sweetheart…”

She stared at him for a long, heavy beat. He squeezed her shoulder.

With a deep breath, she sniffed back her tears and smiled.

A new, determined spark lit her eyes as she turned to Niall and said, “Your Christmas wedding sounds lovely. We wish you both well. Will you do the same for us? Aidan and I are getting married in September.”


Chapter Five
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Maura didn’t know what was more delicious; the look of delighted surprise and triumph in Aidan’s eyes, or the utter shock in Niall’s. It was a tough call.

“You are?” Niall finally said, looking from one of them to the other before down to her hand. Her plainly naked hand. “Couldn’t spring for a ring, son?”

“It’s at the jeweler,” Maura said, not missing a beat. “Not that it’s your business. It was too big. It’s being resized.”

“I went a little crazy with it, what can I say?” Aidan grinned and pulled her closer into his side. “I wanted nothing but the best for the best woman in the world.” He kissed her temple before looking back to Niall.

She gave him a mental gold star for that one. It seemed so real, the love and pride in his voice and gaze. He was clever, that was for sure.

Niall snorted a laugh out of his nose, but mumbled, “Congratulations.” He took a sip of his drink. “Truth is, I always thought you two were shagging anyway.”

Maura’s heart started pounding in her chest. Blood swirled and roared in her ears. He wasn’t that surprised by her news. And it was likely no one else would be either. She and Aidan had been attached for so long, plenty of people thought the same thing Niall did. The plan Aidan had hatched really did make sense, and would be easy to carry off. So why did she suddenly feel like she might faint?

Not wanting Niall to see through the ruse, she fought to appear calm and casual, just like Aidan. She tried to breathe slowly, and moved her now shaking hands off the table to her lap. What had she done?

“But I still want to see my daughter,” Niall said. “I told Frannie all about her.”

“Did ya now?” Aidan cocked his head, a look of puzzlement on his face. “You don’t know Chloe at all. What’d you tell your girl? That Chloe is… female? Little? Living with her mum? That’s about all ya know about her, from what I can figure.”

Niall’s face darkened. He had no rebuttal, because they all knew Aidan was right.

“I’ll get to know her.”

“No, you won’t.” Aidan shook his head, but his gaze stayed locked on his enemy. “You hit my girl once. I’m never going to give you the chance to do it again, to either of my girls.”

“That was just one time,” Niall said dismissively. “You’re both blowing it all out of proportion.”

“See, that’s where we differ on this. One time is all it takes for me to decide you’re a danger to women.” Aidan leaned in. “So I’m adopting Chloe. D’ya know what that means?”

Niall blinked. “What?”

“Look it up online,” Aidan suggested. He reached for his glass and lifted it in salute before taking a long gulp. “You’re done.”

“I think it’s time for you to go,” Maura said to Niall. “I’ve nothing left to say.”

“But—”

“But my lady said goodbye,” Aidan said forcefully. His posture was lazy, but his voice and gaze were like steel blades. “Go now, before I start that fight ya mentioned earlier. We were making more plans about our wedding, and you interrupted us.”

Niall swore under his breath, drank down half his glass, and slammed it down on the table.

He pointed a finger at Maura and warned, “I’m not going away. I will see her, and she will end up spending half her time with Frannie and me.”

“Is that an official threat?” Maura asked. “I just want to know how to word it properly to the authorities.”

Shaking his head, Niall glared at them as he got up from the booth. He shoved through the crowded pub as he headed for the door.

Maura sank into Aidan’s side. Her whole body trembled now.

“Shhhh.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head and held her close.

Her eyes closed as she drew shallow breaths. She didn’t trust herself to speak. Completely overwhelmed, she just tried to breathe.

As if he sensed that, Aidan held her close for a few minutes, one arm firm and strong around her shoulders, the other hand holding hers beneath the table, in her lap. His breath fanned warm on her forehead as they sat together.

“One time, my arse. We have to keep her safe,” Maura finally whispered. “This is the only way?”

“Short of moving her out of the country, aye,” Aidan said. “I think it’s the best way. Legal and clear.”

“It’s not fair to you.” Her voice broke, and the tears came.

She hated how easily the tears seemed to come over the past twenty-four hours. It made her feel like a spineless jellyfish.

She pulled her hand from his and swiped them away. “Married!”

“I’m the one who suggested it.” He reminded her. “You were just smart enough to go along with it. That was awesome, by the way.” He grinned and kissed her hair.

She sniffled hard, feeling energy seep from her like a balloon that’d been pricked. Yes, things could be worse. After all, she was marrying a man who did truly love her, and she knew that, or she never would’ve agreed to it. But Aidan wasn’t in love with her, or even sexually attracted to her. She was tying her best friend to an empty kind of life. She wasn’t a good person; she was a selfish, horrible one. If it wasn’t for Chloe…

“How are we… what are we going to tell everyone?” she said.

Her mind was all over the place, but that was what came out of her mouth? Good lord, she was a mess.

“I hate to tell you this,” Aidan said, stroking up and down her arm as he held her, “but it’s like Niall said, and he hasn’t even been around for the last five years. A lot of people probably think we’re secretly together. Or just shagging, if nothing else.” A cheeky grin spread on his face. “It may be a surprise to people at first, but not a shock. You’ll see.” He kissed her temple, lingering. She leaned into him, the tenderness of his gesture giving her the comfort she craved. “Everything’s going to be fine,” he said. “And I’ll… well, I’ll give you whatever kind of wedding you want, Em. Anything you want, just name it.”

Her heart thumped against her chest, threatening to burst through. A wedding.

“And tomorrow, I’m going to come to your office and take you out to a long lunch,” he continued, “so we can go ring shopping. You can pick out whatever you like. Nothing but the best for you, I meant that.”

She pulled back from him to gape.

“Why the shock? My fiancée needs a ring.” He grinned wider, his blue eyes dancing.

“You don’t have to buy me a ring,” she stammered.

“Of course I do. We’re engaged.”

“Aidan. Stop. This is already getting out of hand.”

“Em… listen.” His gaze softened. “You said if we were going to do this, we’d have to act like a real couple. You’ll have a ring, and you’ll have a wedding. All of it. We have to, right? Unless you just want to elope? We could do that, too, but I think Chloe would be angry if we got married without her there. We could just have a small, simple wedding…”

Maura’s stomach lurched. Yup, she was going to throw up, or maybe pass out.

“Christ, you look terrified.” His hand lifted to cup her chin. “Sweetheart, it’s me. It’s just me. We’re going to play this out, and it’s going to work, and it’s going to be fine. Niall will never get to live out his twisted fantasy of an insta-family with Chloe.” His fingers brushed her cheek. “You’re so pale, you’re scaring me. Are you breathing?”

“Barely,” she choked out of her dry mouth.

He pulled her in, wrapping his arms around her. His hands swept up and down her back. “It’s going to work. Everything’s going to be fine. Know why?”

She shook her head, unable to speak. Guilt and doubt were strangling her.

“We’re best friends, that’s why. The very best.” His voice got thick, as if the emotions were finally rising in him, too. Did he truly realize what he was tying himself to here? “We’ve always been there for each other. I’ll keep you both safe. Now, you’re just going to have to deal with my dirty laundry and snoring too, that’s all.”

A giggle burst from her, but then she gasped. Snoring… they’d be sharing a bedroom if they were married. Surely he wouldn’t want to share a bed with her; that was going too far. And he shouldn’t have to; he’d sacrificed too much by agreeing to this half-baked scheme.

“Do you want separate beds?” she managed. “God, Aidan, I’m so sorry. It’d be so much easier if you were attracted to me, at least. But it’s just me, and you surely don’t…” She winced and shook her head, unable to finish that aching thought out loud. “I don’t want you to hate having to come home every night. I want you to at least have that bit of… privacy… your own space…”

His eyes darkened and a muscle jumped in his jaw. He said nothing, the tension between them building as he stared at her.

“You don’t have to play that part,” she blurted out. “The… physical part. I mean, sure, we’ve always been affectionate, we hug all the time. But I know you don’t think of me that way, so…” Good lord, she was mortified now.

And he was… she couldn’t tell what he was. His breathing was a little harder, a little shorter, and his eyes pinned hers. She wondered if the reality of the situation had finally set in, and now he was angry with her. Maybe he was about to really let her have it.

But he leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. She jolted from the shock of it, but he didn’t break the kiss. His mouth was warm, delicious, and gentle as he tentatively sipped from her lips. Testing, with a low simmering urgency, he held her and kissed her, over and over. Aidan was kissing her… in a very not-just-friends way. Aidan was kissing her.

His hands lifted to sift through her hair as his mouth continued its sensual assault on her senses. It felt so strange, kissing him. But at the same time… it felt… right. Her lips parted instinctively, and when the tip of his tongue touched hers, something sparked low in her belly, spreading fire. She hadn’t been kissed in forever, and it felt wonderful. His tongue swept inside, tasting of dark stout, a blast of heat. Her arms lifted to slide around his neck and he moaned softly into her mouth. The low, raw sound, coupled with the feel of his warm lips moving against hers, made her entire body shudder. His embrace tightened and she pressed into him, her body seeking what her mind hadn’t caught up with yet.

His kisses were searching, scorching… his hands went to the back of her head to cradle it as he deepened the kiss, holding her in place, his mouth eager but sure, taking from hers. Her mind went blissfully blank as she kissed him back and melted into him. Who the hell knew he could kiss like this?!?

He pulled back slowly, looked into her eyes, and murmured, “Well hello.”

She was speechless. Unable to catch her breath, she stared at his mouth as if under a spell.

“Tell me something.” He moved in and kissed her again, long and sweet. His hands held her face, his thumbs caressing her skin as his mouth probed hers, a new blast of heat. Then he stopped, leaned his forehead against hers, and said, “Does that feel like I don’t think of you that way?”

More stunned than she’d ever been in her life, she had no answer.

He kissed her once more, his tongue tangling with hers as her fingers clutched at his shoulders. Then, again, he slowly pulled away and looked into her eyes.

At a total loss for words, she blushed and laughed softly.

He grinned back and cleared his throat. “So maybe we’ll have to practice. You’re tense, love. Ya need to be more comfortable with me, physically, or it’ll never play to the public.” The corner of his full mouth lifted as he winked. “Aye, we’ve got to get ya used to kissing me, Em. I know it’s a hardship, but—”

“It’s not a hardship,” she found herself whispering.

He’d pulled back from her, and already she missed the heat of his body, the feel of his mouth on hers. Her insides felt like molten lava, all gooey and red-hot. Oh, good lord. What the hell was going on?

They stared into each other’s eyes, a new kind of energy crackling and unfurling between them. She sensed something had changed, something big, but she couldn’t put words to it. Everything was changing so quickly now… her head was spinning.

“Em,” he said quietly, brushing her hair back from her face. “We have a lot to talk about. We’ll work everything out, I’m confident of that. But I have to say one thing… I don’t know why you thought I never thought of you that way. You couldn’t be more wrong. I hope those kisses just proved it. It’s a start, anyway…”

She couldn’t help but snort out a laugh. “You’ve never hit on me once!” she said. “All the girls, all the women, all these years… I’m the only woman you’ve never hit on.”

He blinked, and she saw only now did he realize why she thought as she did.

He chuckled low, shaking his head. “I don’t know about hitting on every woman. Really?”

“I might be exaggerating a wee bit,” she said.

“Ya think?” A hint of a grin flashed across his face. “Yes, with you, I didn’t, but… it was out of respect, Em. Deep respect for our friendship, and for you.”

“I appreciate that. I’m just explaining why I thought you weren’t attracted to me in the slightest.” She shrugged. “I thought you thought of me almost like a sister.”

“What? God, no.” He laughed wryly, scrubbing a hand over his face. “If you only knew! The truth is… I’ve always been attracted to you. Always.” He paused, staring, before he said, “To me, you’re the most beautiful girl in the world.”

Damn, he was smooth with words. And that smoldering look as he said it. No wonder half the women in Dublin had thrown themselves at his feet.

“Oh, stop it. You don’t have to say things like that to make this situation work,” she said calmly. “Save the lines, okay? It’s just me.”

“Excuse me?” He gaped at her, ire sparking in his blue gaze. “You think I’m feeding you lines? Are you joking?”

“‘The most beautiful girl in the world’? Oh please. Away with ye!” She squirmed a bit and tried to turn away.

“Hey. Wait a second. I’ve never fed a line to you, not ever.”

“Um, you just did. I was sittin’ right here.”

He scrubbed his hands over his face again, and she realized it was in frustration. “I don’t lie to you, Em. I don’t say things you want to hear just because, and you know it.”

“I know,” she said, her voice small in her throat. “But—”

“But nothing. I mean, did those kisses feel purely platonic to you?” He pressed, his temper clearly rising. “ ’Cause they sure as hell didn’t to me. I can’t make up that kind of passion on my own. That was hot, that was very mutual, and that was real.”

Embarrassed, she blushed and bit down on her lip. “Well, you’re a good kisser, and I haven’t been kissed in a long time.”

“So?”

“So…” She shrugged and said, “You’d probably have chemistry with a lamp post. You’re… well… you could make any woman melt in your arms. I’m no different.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “You—I—what?”

“I’m only human. You just laid a hell of a kiss on me. I can’t think straight.”

“Neither can I.” He growled.

Raking both hands through his hair, he huffed out a puff of air, clearly frustrated. “We need to get out of here. I need some air. Let’s go.”

Her face flamed. Without hesitation, she slid out of the booth.


Chapter Six
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The seven blocks between the pub and Maura’s house felt like seven miles. The air had cooled some, and she clutched her sweater around her as they walked in tense silence. Thoughts crashed around in Aidan’s head, almost as fiercely as the pounding of his heart. So much had happened in such a short time. And he…

He was angry at her.

He didn’t want to be. But after ten long years, he’d finally kissed the girl of his dreams… it was even more amazing than he’d ever dared to hope, the chemistry off the charts… and she wanted to brush him off and accuse him of feeding her lines?

He huffed out a frustrated breath and shoved his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. She was scared. He knew that. But, dammit, it stung that she didn’t believe him when he tried to tell her how he felt about her.

“You’re pissed off at me,” she said quietly. “I’m not sure why, but I’m sorry.”

“If you’re not sure why,” he asked, “why are you apologizing?”

“Because you’re now roped into an impossible situation, and you did it to help Chloe and me, and I said some… maybe not so nice things. I didn’t mean to insult you.”

He glanced at her. Her sweet mouth was twisted into a frown, and tiny lines puckered her brow.

He sighed and stopped, grabbing her hand to make her stop with him. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. You’ve got enough to deal with that you don’t need me throwing a tantrum.”

Her pale blue eyes searched his as a light breeze lifted her hair, making the rose gold strands dance around her freckled face. She was so beautiful in the moonlight. He wanted nothing more than to kiss her again. To kiss her senseless. So many times he’d been tempted to kiss her, but had always held himself in check. He’d told himself he was afraid of rejection. But now he knew the full truth he’d refused to admit to himself. Now that he’d had a taste, he knew if he kissed her again, he wouldn’t ever want to stop. Kissing her once wasn’t enough, and never would be again.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” she murmured. “We can tell everyone we’re getting married and not actually go through with it.”

Something in his chest tightened and he shook his head. “I can’t legally adopt Chloe unless we’re married. That’s the reason for doing it, remember? And I’m not going to lie to her; if we say we’re getting married, we’re getting married.”

“But Aidan—”

“You have to be on board with this one hundred percent, Em,” he said sternly. “There’s no halfway with a plan like this. We’re in, or we’re not.” He reached up and held her shoulders. “I’m in.”

She stared at him for a long time.

“We’ve always said—known—that we’d do anything for each other,” he said, low and somber. “And we have. Do you remember when I broke my arm?”

She grinned wryly. “Of course.”

“I was useless. Few things more pathetic than a twenty-five-year-old man who can’t do simple things all of a sudden.” The corner of his mouth ticked up. “So what’d you do?”

“I looked after ya some,” she said off-handedly. “Like any good friend would.”

“Really? Baz is my other good friend, and he didn’t come over every single night. You did. Without fail. You had a wee babe at home, and you still made time to help me. Because we mean that much to one another.” His hands lifted to hold her face, and she stilled beneath his touch. “Now it’s my turn to help you.”

“Aidan, that was for six weeks. This would be for the rest of your life.”

“I know that.”

“Do ya? Because I don’t think you’ve really thought this through.” She sighed as she added, “I know you’ve always had a thing for riding to my rescue, and I won’t lie, it’s been a comfort. But this is a whole new level. It’s life changing. Why are you willing to do this?”

“Em, the truth is…” He drew a deep breath.

He couldn’t tell her he was so in love with her that the very thought of Niall possibly hurting her and Chloe made his insides seize up, had him scrambling to protect them. He didn’t want to feed into her fear, but he had to tell her some of it, or she wouldn’t understand why he was so willing.

“The thought of Niall coming around you and Chloe… it makes my stomach clench. He just… honest to God, he scares me some. I don’t trust him. The way he glares at you… there’s nothing more frightening than a man who doesn’t think rules apply to him, and has nothing left to lose.” His hands dropped from her face to grip her upper arms. “I want to protect you both. It’s like… a primal thing, almost. I’ve gone full caveman.”

Maura’s eyes were wider now. “You really think he’s that much of a threat?”

“My gut’s sirens are going off like blazes,” Aidan murmured solemnly.

She shivered. “Mine, too, but I thought I was overreacting…”

“I don’t think you are. He’s… something’s off there.” He pulled her in and held her close. “We can keep her safe from him if we do this. It’s so simple, really.”

“There’s nothing simple about you tying yourself to a loveless marriage for the rest of your life,” she said against his chest.

His eyes slipped closed. He wanted to tell her so bad, but he couldn’t, not yet. She didn’t even believe he was truly attracted to her, even after that snog session at the pub nearly had him climbing on her in the booth. One day, he’d find a way to tell her how much he loved her so she’d believe it; but right now, he had to take this one step at a time. She was so scared, it had fried her brain. This wasn’t the capable, level-headed woman he knew.

“Em… Maura.” He drew back and tipped her chin up to hold her gaze. “It wouldn’t be a loveless marriage. I do love you. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. There are a lot of marriages built on a hell of a lot less than that.”

Her breath hitched and her eyes flew wide. But she said, “That’s… true.”

“I’ve never found anyone who…” Who compares to you. Dammit, no. “I’m afraid of a loveless marriage, too, you know. My parents set the bar pretty high, loving each other the way they do. And I’ve watched my oldest brother Colin get shafted, living the lie of a loveless marriage for years now. But this wouldn’t be one. Aye, we’re friends, but I do love you.” And maybe, as time goes on, I’ll be able to show you just how much. When you’re ready, when you’re not scared and scattered. “If I’m going to be married, I can’t think of a better person to venture in with, or a more logical situation, really. Look, we’re already the best kind of partners possible. We’re an awesome team. It’ll just be legal now, is all.”

He realized her eyes had gone glassy again. She looked stricken. “How long do you think our unique friendship will last if you end up resenting me for this?”

“I volunteered,” he said firmly. “It was my idea. And it’s a good one.”

“Yes, on paper, it is. I admit that, I agree. But Aidan… if you end up resenting me and our friendship ended… I couldn’t take that. I couldn’t take losing you. Do you understand me?”

Warmth and affection flooded him.

He cupped her face with both hands and swore, “You will never lose me. Because I couldn’t take losing you either.” That’s why I’ve never told you how I really feel. “So it’s just not going to happen.” His thumbs swiped the tears from her cheeks.

His heart ached. He wished he’d timed this better, and told her how he felt before now. Maybe she wouldn’t be so scared, or so unsure. He sighed as she sniffled. She loved him deeply, he knew that. Was it such a stretch to hope in time, her feelings could turn into more, the way his had? The way she’d melted into his arms during that kiss… anything was possible.

He took a deep breath and ventured on. “It’s good to hear I mean so much to you. So now, please recall you mean the same to me. You and Chloe are like family to me already, which is why I want to do this. I want to help you both.” He stared into her eyes, still glassy and wide. “So. Decide, now. Once and for all.” He took a step back. “We can’t keep doing this back and forth. Either we’re doing this, and we have to start planning, or we’re not, and that’s that. It’s your call. Call it.”

Her eyes squeezed shut and she lifted her hands, holding her head as if it were going to explode. “This is all so crazy…” She flung herself clumsily at him, and his arms instantly closed around her. “You’re the best man I’ve ever known,” she said against his chest. “I couldn’t love you any more than I do right now. I’m so grateful that you’d want to do something like this, just for my daughter. She’ll be the luckiest girl in the world to have you as her father.”

His heart expanded a few sizes and he kissed the top of her head. “Thank you for that. Truly. It means the world that you think enough of me to allow me to be her father. I’m so touched.”

“You’re killing me,” she whispered. “You’re being wonderful. I’m just totally thrown. I’m scared. I’m exhausted…”

“I know you are. Shhh.” His hands swept up and down her back. “I wouldn’t suggest this if I didn’t believe it would work. It will work, Em.”

She nodded against him and sniffled hard, trying to stem her tears. “I don’t mean to sound so wishy-washy. I’m so grateful for your suggestion, Aidan. I’m just overwhelmed. No one’s ever offered to do something so selfless for me…” She looked up at him.

“Then just say yes,” he coaxed. “Say we’ll do this, and no looking back.”

She looked into his eyes for what felt like forever. Then she whispered, “Okay.” She gave a sharp nod, as if to seal the deal. “Yes, I’m in. We’ll do this.”

He smiled and hugged her. “Okay then.”

“I don’t know how to thank you,” she began, resting her head against his shoulder.

“You can start by never saying ‘thank you’ about this again.”

“But I—”

“I know how ya feel, love. I do know. So no more of that.”

They stood in the moonlight, holding each other in silence for a few minutes. A car drove by, a dog barked in the distance, and they just held on to each other as the enormity of what they’d agreed to do began to sink in.

“I don’t know how to process this,” she finally said.

“Eh, c’mon now. It’s going to be an adventure.”

“An adventure in suburbia,” she quipped. “Your least favorite thing.”

“You bring up a good point.” With a small, warm grin, he untangled himself from their embrace, took her by the hand, and nudged her to walk along with him. “Where should we live? I’ll do whatever you think is best for Chloe.”

“I… God, I don’t know. I mean…” She slanted a look his way. “You love the city.”

“Aye, but you save a lot of money living with your mum.”

“I pay her rent,” Maura said immediately. “I pay my bills.”

“I know ya do, calm down, hen.” He shot her a wicked wink, and she grinned for the first time since they’d left the pub. “If you want to stay in the suburbs, I’ll agree to that. If you want to move to the city, that’s great too. You think Chloe would like Dublin? There are some great neighborhoods for kids. Or is she too attached to her neighborhood?”

“Too many changes too fast might throw her,” Maura said, pulling her hand from his to button up her sweater as they kept walking. “I mean, she’s going to be crazy excited that you’ll be living with us… that you’re going to be her dad. Christ, we have so much to tell her… to tell everyone.”

“Aye.” He nodded and grinned wide. “Should be interesting. Even fun.”

“That’s you, always looking at everything as a new adventure, a ride to take.”

“That’s right. And you love that about me.”

“You’re right,” she admitted. “You’ve always been a live wire. Ya keep me on my toes.”

He laughed. “And you keep me grounded. Like I said, we’re a great team.” He reached for her hand again. “We’re going to be fine at being married. I know this.”

“Good lord, I hope so.” She felt his hand around hers, warm and strong. There were a million questions cropping up in her mind now, but he was so sure, it made her feel a little more sure herself. “Aidan, I do trust you. I hope you know that. I know how I must sound right now…”

“Keep trusting me, love,” he said, “and we’ll be fine.”

She nodded and squeezed his hand. “I need to do some research—I can’t make a snap decision about where we should live, it’s too important. I really appreciate your willingness to go wherever is best for Chloe, but I just need to look into schools, neighborhoods…”

“No problem. Wifey.”

“You are not going to call me that,” she laughed.

“Oh, I totally am!” he declared with a cheeky grin. “One of the perks of married life, innit? Cute little pet nicknames and such?”

She stopped in her tracks and stared at him. “We’re really doing this.”

“Aye, we are.” He met her gaze and lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a feather light kiss to her knuckles. “And it’s going to be okay. I promise.” He smiled, then tugged her to walk again. “C’mon, now. At this rate, we won’t make it back to your house ’til tomorrow. We can tell Chloe tomorrow, but we need to tell your ma the news before she goes to bed.”

“My mum…” Maura couldn’t begin to imagine what her mother would say about their plans. Her mouth went dry as sandpaper. “Oh, sweet Jesus.”


Chapter Seven
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Maura fidgeted with the ends of her hair as she stood in front of her office building, waiting for Aidan. She’d told her supervisor that she needed to take a long lunch hour, perhaps almost two hours, but that she’d make up the time at the end of the day. Not that she’d eat anything; she hadn’t all day. Nerves had her stomach in knots.

When she and Aidan told her mother about their plan last night, Maura had braced herself, figuring Ma would berate her for being an idiot, acting rashly, being selfish about tying Aidan to a fake marriage… Maura couldn’t have been more surprised at her mother’s reaction. Ma had been wickedly pleased. Credited her and Aidan for their selflessness in doing something so huge, wanting to protect Chloe from Niall. Vowing to support and help them however possible. Ma had hugged each of them with such gusto, smiling from ear to ear, that it had left them astounded.

Maura had walked him to the door close to midnight. He leaned against the door frame and smiled down at her. “Get some sleep,” he said. “And remember, ring shopping at lunch time tomorrow. I’ll meet you in front at noon, all right?”

She nodded, licking her dry lips. The quick motion drew his gaze to her mouth. He lowered his head and dropped a soft, gentle kiss on her lips. “Good night, wifey.”

“I’m not your wife yet,” she whispered, even as her heart rate began to climb. His touch, even feather light, had ignited something in her.

“I like the nickname,” he admitted, an adorable mix of teasing and sweetness on his features. “But you’re right, so… good night, Em.” He winked and turned away.

As she watched him walk down the front path and get into his car, she had to blink away the swirl of… what was it? What had gripped her so suddenly that Aidan’s touch left her slightly dizzy and wanting more?

“Hiya!”

Maura blinked herself out of her tangled thoughts to look up. Aidan stood before her. Allowed to dress casually for work, he wore his usual outfit, his royal blue hoodie over a Henley and jeans. His sunglasses were on, dark blond hair tousled, dark gold scruff covered his strong jaw, and his sensual mouth turned up in his signature crooked grin… her stomach did a little flip at the sight of him. He really was gorgeous. But he always had been. Why the butterflies now? What the hell was going on with her?

“Hey.”

“Sorry I’m late,” he apologized.

“Are ya?” She glanced at her watch. “Five minutes isn’t late, no worries.”

He shoved his hands in the pockets of his hoodie and grinned anew. “Good. C’mon, let’s go.”

“Where are we going?” she asked, realizing she had no idea.

He offered her the crook of his elbow. “Trust me.”

“I always do,” she murmured as she hooked her arm through.

He leaned in closer and said low, “Which is why we’re going to be okay.”

They walked back two blocks to where he’d parked his car. The drive to Dublin was only twenty minutes. He put on music they both liked, and singing along to it helped both relax. Before she knew it, they’d arrived in the city. Aidan worked and lived in the most busy, vibrant neighborhood, City Centre. He’d moved there to be close to his job, and because it was lively, loaded with bars and things to do. But he didn’t go there. He parked off of Grafton Street, then led her down the main thoroughfare instead.

She’d always liked that area, bustling with shops, restaurants, and bars, filled with people. And now, with the hints of spring, there seemed to be colorful flowers everywhere she looked. From high-end shops to small boutiques and vintage stores, Grafton Street was one of her favorite streets in Dublin. But she was shocked when Aidan pulled her into a ritzy jeweler’s store, the name of which she recognized by its long standing reputation. The quiet settled over them as soon as the door closed behind them, reminding her of a church or a library.

“You can’t be serious,” she whispered hotly.

He arched a brow at her. “Problem?”

“Aye, there’s a problem. This place is too expensive!” It was all she could do to keep her whisper at a whisper. She wanted to shake him. “This isn’t necessary.”

“Em.” His voice was quiet, but firm. “You said you only plan to marry once. Same goes for me. So if I’m doing this, I’m doing it right.”

“Can I help you?” The woman behind the glass counter had a mild voice and a friendly tone.

“Aye, you can.” Aidan pulled Maura by the hand. “We got engaged last night. Now I need a ring whose beauty rivals that of my fiancée.”

Maura rolled her eyes. “Oh, for the love of…”

“How wonderful!” the saleswoman said, her smile broadening. “Congratulations to you both.” She motioned for them to follow her to a different glass encasement, filled with sparkling diamond rings of all shapes and sizes. To Maura, she said, “It’s a thoughtful man you have here, bringing you so you can pick out exactly what you like.”

Maura’s stomach twisted. She’d been engaged before, to Niall. After she told him she was pregnant, he’d responded at first with fear and disbelief. But the next night, he’d come to her apartment—she’d lived in the city then, with a roommate—and presented her with an engagement ring, a small champagne-colored diamond, oval cut. It hadn’t been at all her style, but she’d gladly accepted it for what it was meant, a promise for the future.

After he left her, she’d sold it. It hadn’t been easy to sell; no one really wanted an oval-shaped champagne diamond. She’d finally sold it to a pawn shop for three hundred Euros, which was better than nothing, and opened a bank account in her daughter’s name with the money.

All that came back to her now as she stared down at the rows of sparkling rings. She’d never again thought about what she liked or wished for… she never thought she’d marry after all that. Married. Married. It hit her now, along with the lack of food in her system, and she swayed where she stood.

“Em?” Aidan grabbed her and held her close to his side. “What is it?”

“Nothing, I’m fine.” She lied.

“Right, that’s why ya just almost fell down.” His brow furrowed as his brilliant blue eyes raked over her. “What’s the story?”

She drew a deep, slow breath and swallowed hard. “Just a bit lightheaded. I haven’t eaten today.”

“What?” His jaw set tight, a clear sign of frustration. “Why in bloody hell not?”

She shrugged. “No appetite,” she confessed.

“Why don’t I get you some water,” the saleswoman offered, disappearing into the back of the store.

“Daft girl.” Aidan gently tipped up Maura’s chin with a fingertip. She saw the concern in his gaze. “Let’s get lunch first. We can come back after.”

She nodded and admitted, “Might be a good idea.”

Ten minutes later, they were seated in a pub down the road, the high wooden walls of the booth enclosing them and affording privacy. Aidan had asked for a basket of rolls straight away, and he pushed it across the tabletop.

“Here,” he commanded.

She did as he said and bit into a roll. The bread was still warm, and she moaned softly in delight. “This is really good.”

“It’s just a bloody roll. If you were that hungry, ya should’ve told me.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Now I know you’re off kilter. The only time you don’t eat is when you’re really upset.”

She didn’t bother denying it, he knew her too well. “I didn’t mean to worry ya in the store. Sorry about that.”

“Stop talking, keep eating,” he demanded, still watching her. “So I called my sister this morning.”

“Which one?”

“Tara.”

Maura snorted out a knowing laugh as she chewed. The oldest of the McKinnon siblings, Tara was a no-nonsense, outspoken mother hen. With over sixteen years between her and Aidan, Tara had a soft spot in her heart for the “baby”. Aidan had been raised not only by his parents, but practically by Tara as well.

“You told her about our plan?” Maura guessed.

“Keep eating. Not exactly. I told her we got engaged… but that I don’t know if we should tell the whole family yet. I want to be sensitive to Gavin and Toni.” Aidan reached for a roll and tore it in half. “Their wedding is close, they’ve been planning it for a while… I don’t want to step on their toes, y’know? Steal their thunder. Doesn’t seem right.”

Maura stopped mid-chew to stare at him. “That’s very thoughtful of you. I agree, for what it’s worth.”

“Worth a lot.” He flashed an appreciative grin before he stuffed the bread into his mouth. After he swallowed, he said, “I was feeling her out for how I should proceed with the family. Telling them we’re engaged and all.”

“And?”

“And Tara was thrilled, by the way. She adores you, always has.” Aidan heard his sister’s delighted words again in his head: “That girl is the best girl. About time ya both came to your senses!” He smiled wryly now as he thought of it. “I, ehm… stuck to our story. Made it seem like we both realized our friendship had gone deeper, and refused to go into details with her but here we are. I proposed, you accepted, we’ll be married, and I’ll be adopting Chloe.”

Maura nodded, but gnawed on her lip, clearly thinking. The waitress set down two pints in front of them, but Aidan pulled Maura’s away from her. “No cider for you ’til ya eat some more, missy,” he said.

Maura chuckled but didn’t argue.

“I can feel your brain churning away,” he said. “Go on, speak.”

“Think Tara bought your story?” Maura asked.

“Easily.”

“Think she’ll tell your parents?”

“She’s dyin’ to, but she won’t. She gave me her word.”

“What was her suggestion?”

“That Gavin’s wedding isn’t for three months, plenty enough time between now and then that I can tell the family our good news and not steal his thunder. That I should call for a big family dinner and just tell everyone.”

“But if we’re getting married in September,” Maura reasoned, “and their wedding is in the end of August—”

“Well, I didn’t tell her that part,” Aidan said. He took a sip of his beer. “Lied about that. Told her we weren’t sure when we’d be married. If I tell them it’s in September, so soon…”

“They’ll all think I’m pregnant!” Maura roared with laughter. “Oh, this is gonna be grand, isn’t it?”

Aidan laughed along with her. “Aye, it could be. I don’t care, mind. When there’s no baby bump in the fall, they’ll know they were wrong.” He peered closer at her. “Do you mind? I don’t want anyone upsetting you.”

“Nah.” She shook her head and ripped off another piece of her roll. “It’s like you said. They’ll all think what they want, anyway. Not just your family, but my sisters, my family, all our friends…” She laughed again. “They can all go hang.”

“That’s my Em.” He grinned and clinked his glass to hers. They both sipped. “So… do we say we’re marrying in September, or play it like we’re not sure? I mean…” His voice trailed off. Could he tell her what he’d thought up? Sure he could. “We can play it like we’ve been friends forever, and now that we realized we’re in love and want to be together, why wait? The three month period allows us to marry in the end of September, so that’s what we want to do. I think it plays out fine.”

“It does,” she murmured.

She sat back, reclining against the high wall of the booth. The dark polished wood and forest green leather cushion at her back were an attractive contrast to the rose gold of her hair, freckled skin, and pale blue top that brought out her eyes. The lamp from above shone down, showering her with gentle light. She was so effortlessly beautiful that it stole his breath.

“Don’t move,” he said. He grabbed his cell phone from his pocket. “Smile, wifey.” When she smiled in dry bemusement, he snapped a picture of her. “How’s this?” He leaned forward and texted, holding the phone so she could see what he was doing. He spoke the words aloud as he typed. “Please join us for a celebration a week from Sunday, 5:00 at McCleary’s Pub. I want you all to see this beautiful woman, aka my new fiancée.” He grinned wickedly when Maura gasped.

“You can’t do it like that!” she said, eyes wide.

“Why not? It’ll get them all interested enough to come, don’t you think?”

“You’re a bloody showboat,” she accused. “You love to pull stunts like this.”

“You know I do.” He winked. “Hey, when you’re the youngest of eight, you learn how to get people’s attention through whatever means necessary. I learned that as a toddler.” He finished typing in all the contacts—his parents, his five siblings in Ireland and the two over in New York, and his friend, Baz. He asked Maura to add in her mum, two sisters, and her close friend Kathleen. Then he grinned at her with wicked excitement. “I’m going to hit send on this. You ready?”

“You should call your parents before you send that,” she scolded. “That’s no way for them to find out their son’s engaged. Seriously, Aidan.”

His eyes held hers for a beat. “All right, wifey.” He put the text into his drafts, then dialed his parents’ number. As he waited, he told her, “Once this call’s done, I’m hitting send. And we’ll host a party next Sunday. And I’m payin’ for the whole thing, so don’t even start.” He drummed his fingers on the table as he waited for his ma to pick up the phone and waggled his brows at her.

She just stared back at him. He saw several things in her slate blue eyes—surprise, unease… but also something lively. Despite her nerves about the whole thing, she was having fun with him, and with his offhanded idea. Compared to the way she’d paled and swerved in the jeweler’s, scaring him witless, the delight in her features now filled him with relief.
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Later that night, Maura lay on the sofa with Chloe beside her. They watched telly, one of the silly American kiddie sitcoms that her daughter liked, as Maura waited for Aidan’s arrival. They wanted to tell Chloe the news together.

What a whirlwind day it had been. After lunch, she and Aidan had gone back to the jeweler’s and chosen a ring. First she’d tried to pick a simple Claddagh ring, more appropriate given their friendship. He’d smiled, understood… and shot her down.

“A real engagement ring, Em,” he asserted. “A big old diamond, the real deal. Stop being shy about it.”

So she picked something small and simple, but he insisted on something a little more. “You deserve some sparkle,” he said.

“I’m not a bloody Kardashian.” She griped.

“And thank the heavens for that,” he said. “I couldn’t handle an arse like that, much less the attitude.”

The saleswoman had burst out laughing.

Maura’s heart beat faster than usual as her eyes travelled along the rows of rings. Aidan watched her like a hawk, and could tell when she saw one she actually really liked. He swooped in and claimed it. In the end, the irony was—like the lie she’d told Niall—the ring they picked together was too big for her finger and needed to be resized. Aidan would get it in a few days.

When they left the store, Maura tried to offer him some money towards the ring, and he got angry. Like, really angry, deeply offended.

“But we’re in this together.” She tried to explain, hating the stormy look on his face. “You’re already helping me beyond measure. You shouldn’t have to—”

“I can buy my fiancée a ring,” he snapped. “And that’s what you are now.”

She sighed and stopped him mid-stride, grabbing his arms and holding tight. “You’re going to a lot of trouble, and already through a lot of money, to make this fake marriage seem real. It’s not fair to you.”

Something flashed in his eyes, sending an electric current down her spine.

“Maura,” he said, his voice low and taut. “When I go in, I go all in. We’re going to be married. You’re my best friend and I love you. I want you to have a beautiful ring, because you deserve that.” He raked his hands through his hair. “You know… everything about this doesn’t have to be fake. Yes, it’s… we’re doing this for a specific purpose. But you keep saying it’s fake, over and over, and it… makes me feel like a fraud or something. I’m an honorable man, Maura. This may not have started out in the usual way, but—”

“I know you’re an honorable man,” she said, her throat thickening with emotion. “You’re selfless, decent, and so honorable, Aidan. I adore you.”

“Same here. So let me enjoy buying you a beautiful ring, okay?” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I saw your face when you saw that ring. You loved it. You lit up.”

“I did.” She nodded. “I do.”

“Good. I’m glad. Because if you’re going to wear my ring and be my wife, I want you to be happy.” His gaze held hers. “Not that a ring should be what makes you happy, of course. But it… delighted you. And that delighted me, to be able to get it for you. I can do things like that and enjoy it. You understand?”

“I do.” She slipped her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. Thank you for wanting me to have something beautiful. And I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. That’s the last thing I want to do. You have to know that.”

He nodded, but pulled away without returning her hug. “Let’s get to the Registry Office. You have to be back to work soon.”

Now, relaxing on the couch, the events of the day swirling around in her head, Maura felt uneasy. Whenever she said something about their marriage being fake, it seemed like… like she hurt Aidan’s feelings. She wasn’t sure why. But she hadn’t imagined the flash of aggravation in his eyes when she’d offered money towards the ring, it was real. Was it just masculine pride? Something more?

She thought she knew Aidan better than anyone in the world. But in just a few short days, things had shifted drastically. She was unsure of a lot of things right now… but she never thought she wouldn’t be able to read her best friend clearly. It unnerved her. She didn’t like it, at all.

By the time the doorbell rang, she was climbing out of her skin from the overthinking and worrying. She flung it open; Aidan stood there with a large bouquet of mixed flowers. It made her stop in her tracks.

“Hiya.” He withdrew one pink rose from the bouquet and handed it to her. “This is for you.”

“Thanks.” She cocked her head in slight confusion, looking over the colorful blooms he still held. “Okaaaay…”

He grinned and moved past her into the living room.

“Hi, Uncle Ay!” piped Chloe, sitting up on the sofa.

“Hello, Princess Chloe,” he said, kneeling in front of her, “these are for you.”

Maura’s heart expanded about twenty sizes in her chest. She watched as her daughter took the bouquet from Aidan; it was so big, she had to hold it with both arms.

“They’re so beautiful!” Chloe cried in utter delight. “I’ve never gotten such a big bunch of flowers before!”

He smiled and rose to sit beside her. “I’m glad you like them.”

“But what are they for?” she asked.

He glanced up at Maura, then back down to Chloe. “Well… your mum and I have some big news to tell you. And I thought… that is, I wanted to…” He cleared his throat, and affectionately ran his hand over her long hair. “You’re very important to me, Chloe. You know that, right?”

The little girl nodded.

Overcome with emotion, Maura came over and took the flowers from her, placing them on the sofa next to her before sitting on the floor at Chloe’s feet. “Sweetheart…” Maura took Chloe’s tiny hands in hers. “We need to tell you something. Aidan and I are going to be married.”

Chloe gasped and looked from one to the other, her eyes lit with excitement. “You are?”

Maura nodded. “You’re all right with that?”

“Yes!” Chloe cried. “Yes! There’s going to be a wedding?”

“Aye,” Aidan said, relief radiating from him in waves.

“And I’ll get to wear a big fancy dress?” Chloe asked.

Maura and Aidan both laughed. “Yes,” she said. “Glad to see you have your priorities in order.”

Chloe looked up at Aidan. “So… you love my mummy?”

“Very much,” he said softly.

Something in his tone made Maura’s heart melt. From the timbre of his voice and the look on his face, she could almost believe he really was in love with her. God, he was good at this. It was the damnedest thing.

“And when I marry your mum,” he continued, “I’m going to become your dad. Is that… will that be all right with you?”

Oh God. Maura’s heart leapt into her throat at the vulnerability she saw on his face now. She held her breath, praying Chloe would say something positive, or at least something nice.

“Yes!” Chloe threw herself into his lap and hugged him tight. “My wish came true,” she said against his neck. “I always wanted you to be my daddy. I prayed for it.”

Maura clapped her hands over her mouth to hold back a sob.

Aidan’s eyes closed as his arms went around Chloe to hug her back. His lips pressed tightly together; Maura didn’t know if he could speak. When his eyes opened and settled on her, glassy and filled with stark emotion, Maura felt her own eyes fill with tears.

“Chloe,” he said, his voice thick, “I didn’t know that. That’s… incredible.”

“I thought maybe Mummy heard me telling my stuffed animals the other night at bedtime and told you,” she said. “And that’s why you’re getting married now.”

Maura’s heart felt lodged in her throat. She’d had no idea.

“I love you, princess,” he said quietly, still holding her. “I’ll try to be the best daddy in the world, because that’s what you deserve. I’ll take care of you…” His voice trailed off. He sniffed hard and cleared his throat, and Maura saw that his eyes shone. “You’re the best little girl I know, Chloe. You’re a wee love, you are. I’m going to be a lucky dad.”

“No, I’m lucky, because I finally get a dad!” Chloe pulled back, smiling as she made herself comfortable on Aidan’s lap. “When’s the wedding, Mummy? What color dress can I wear? Is it going to be a big wedding, with lots of people? Do I get to walk up the aisle with you, Mummy? Can I carry flowers?”

She fired off excited questions as Aidan and Maura gazed at each other. Tears rolled down Maura’s cheeks, and didn’t even bother to wipe them away.


Chapter Eight
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Aidan gazed down at the little girl who’d just fallen asleep in her wee bed. Her words from earlier went through his head for the hundredth time, and he wondered if they’d ever lose their power over him. Likely not. Hearing a sweet little girl tell you she’d prayed for you to be her father wasn’t something that would ever lose its magic.

Maura turned off the overhead light, casting the room into darkness. “C’mon,” she whispered to him.

But he didn’t move. He stood over the bed, staring down at Chloe. Holy mother of God, she’d prayed for him to be her father. Him. The magnitude of that made his insides tremble. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe. He swore to her. I’ll protect you, care for you, and be the best father I can. I’ll learn how, princess… I promise. For your sake, and your mother’s.

“Aidan.” Maura’s whisper was more insistent. “C’mon!”

He leaned down to drop a feather light kiss on Chloe’s head, then left the room.

“Did you know?” he asked Maura as they stepped into the hall together.

“Did I know what?”

“That she… her wish. About me.”

“No. I was as stunned as you.” Maura shook her head in slow astonishment.

“She’s something else,” he said. “I’ll do right by her, Em. I swear.”

“I know you will.” Maura’s hand lifted to touch his cheek. “If I didn’t think you would, I never would’ve agreed to any of it.”

His chest tight, he stared into her eyes. “I don’t want to fail her. Or you.”

“Oh, Aidan. You won’t. Because you’re the one man I’ve always been able to count on,” she said. “Other than my dad.” She smiled softly. “He would’ve liked you, I think. You’d have got on well. Both of you sitting ’round, having pints and teasing me together, I bet.”

“I wish I’d met him.” Overcome with emotion, he pulled Maura into his arms and held on. “She floored me tonight, your girl. Jesus Christ.”

“I know. Me, too.” Her arms slowly slid around his waist to return the hug, and her head dropped onto his shoulder. “I never knew she wanted a dad so much. I mean, she’s asked me questions about what happened to hers, and I told her a few vague things. But she never… I didn’t know she wished for you.”

“I almost fell off the sofa when she said that.”

“I thought you were going to cry.”

“Me, too,” he admitted. “It was, ehm… powerful. And unexpected, to be sure.”

Maura rubbed his back and released a long sigh. “I’m just glad she’s on board with it, much less so happy. Definitely makes this all easier, doesn’t it.”

“Aye.” The feel of Maura’s body pressed to his, warm and soft against him… the flood of heavy emotions that had him in its grip… Aidan felt off balance, like he was swimming in a sea of currents and waves that kept knocking him around. He held her tighter, needing her presence to ground him. “I hope so.”

“You’re going to be a great dad,” Maura whispered against his neck. “Don’t worry. With all the things I’m worried about, that’s the one thing I’m not.”

The feel of her breath, a hot flutter of air, made his skin tingle. “I’ll do my best,” he whispered back gruffly. “I promise you that.”

She nodded and caressed him again, long sweeps of her hand up and down his back, like he’d done to comfort her. “And I’ll do my best to, ehm…” She pulled back enough to look into his eyes. “I’ll do my best to be a good wife to you. A good partner.”

“You’re already a good partner, that’s why I wanted to help you and Chloe in the first place.”

“But I mean like… a real wife.” Her fingers played with the hair at the back of his neck, sifting through it. “You deserve to have everything, too, Aidan. Maybe, in time, we can… I mean, if you want to try…” Her cheeks flamed, straight to her hairline, and her eyes slipped closed in embarrassment.

Sweet mother of God, she was talking about sex. Grasping her meaning, his blood started to pulse in his veins. He wanted to sink into her and let himself drown. Shifting, he lowered his mouth onto hers, needing to feel her, taste her, consume her into him. She didn’t withdraw, but he felt the awkward hesitation in her body, the rigidity in her muscles. His hands threaded through her soft hair to hold her head, guiding her into his rhythm, tenderly rubbing her scalp as he kissed her in an effort to help her relax.

“Remember we said we needed to practice?” he asked, his lips brushing against hers. “Get more used to kissing each other, so it’ll seem natural to others?”

She nodded, a barely perceptible tip of her head.

“Maybe… we could do that now,” he whispered. He brushed her hair back from her eyes, which were locked on his. “But not out here in the hallway.”

Her face flushed bright pink, but she took him by the hand and led him down the short corridor to her bedroom.

He hadn’t been in her room many times; there’d been no reason for it. His gaze briefly scanned his surroundings—cream colored walls, cream and pale pink bedding on a full-sized mattress, a light wood dresser beside a closet. A few framed photos sat atop the dresser, and he saw that one included him. His eyes went back to her as she closed the door and crossed to the bed, but didn’t sit. She stood there wringing her hands.

“Talk to me,” he said gently.

“A few days ago, you were just my friend,” she blurted out. “Now… all this… I don’t know which end is up, y’know? I’m jumpy. I’m sorry for that.”

Turning her words over in his mind, he didn’t move towards her, just shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Let me ask ya something. At the base, here… we have each other as friends, right? As we always have.”

Her eyes, rounded with ambivalence, met his and held as she nodded.

“That hasn’t changed. So… is it the physical part that’s freaking you out?”

Her face flushed anew, but she only shrugged.

“Dammit, love, just talk to me,” he pleaded. “I’m still me, we’re still us.”

“No, we’re not,” she said. “That’s just it. We feel different.” Her fingers did loops amongst themselves, frenetic in their fidgeting. “I count on you, Aidan. On your friendship, on your… presence. Just your presence in my life, which yes, has been a constant. And things have shifted overnight.” Her eyes were wild, slightly frantic. “Yes, the physical part is throwing me. I didn’t think you thought of me like that! And I hadn’t really thought of you like that. I mean, I’ve always thought you’re handsome, but I… distanced that part of it from… really pervading. But now… you kiss me and I…”

His heart started a heavier, thicker pounding in his chest. “You what?”

“I…” Her V-neck top allowed him to see how the hot pink flare in her cheeks spread down to her chest. “I like it,” she whispered, her eyes flickering away. “And I’m so damned awkward, which makes me feel like a muppet. I haven’t been with anyone for so long and I—”

“Shhh, stop.” He went to her and held her face in his hands. “You don’t have to be nervous. It’s just me, Em. We’ll take it slow. As slow as you want. If you want.”

Her eyes locked with his. “I do want. That’s the thing. I just… Good lord, I’m so awkward all of a sudden.” She straightened her shoulders and said, “The sex part. That’s what we’re both talking about, aye? You want that too? Just to be clear.”

His heart lurched and he couldn’t help but grin. “Yes, I do.” If you only knew how much.

“Can I just ask—I have to know—since when? I’m so curious, I have questions…” She backed away from him. “Tell me some things.”

He wanted to tell her a million things. He wanted to tell her not only how much he loved her, but how deeply he was in love with her. How the idea of marrying her and adopting Chloe had him more excited and happy than anything had made him in a very long time, maybe ever. How over the years, he’d dreamed about making love with her so many times, in so many ways. But more than anything, he wanted to take that wild look of anxiety out of her eyes and replace it with something sure.

“It’s so strange,” she admitted. “Suddenly you’re… kissing me, touching me, and I can feel that you want more… and that changes things. Everything.” She shook her head in consternation, searching his face for clues. “We decide we’re getting married to keep Chloe safe, and all of a sudden you’re acting like you want me, and playing out the fantasy of the perfect fiancée. You’re buying me a big diamond ring, being so smooth, kissing me, acting like this is real… I don’t know how to pretend as easily as you. It’s unnerving.”

He stared at her. He had so much to say, but he simply didn’t know how.

She stared back at him balefully and whispered, “I’m just scared, Aidan.”

I have been, too. “What are you scared of?”

“Lots of things… but mostly, of losing you.”

His heart crumbled inside him. He managed to say gruffly, “Not gonna happen.”

“Really? You love an adventure,” she said. “What happens when the novelty of this adventure wears off, and you turn around and realize you’ve stuck yourself with a wife, and a child that isn’t yours?”

“I’m making you mine. Both of you. Becoming a family by choice, that is an adventure.”

“But you don’t have to. And then we’ll be an obligation. The responsibilities attached are massive. They’re going to change your life. And you like your life the way it is. You’ll get angry, resent us, and… what will be worse? You staying and resenting us, or you leaving? I don’t even know. Both are awful to contemplate. Either way, I’d lose you. My favorite person in the world, other than my daughter or my mum.”

He couldn’t let her see how much her words cut him. She was finally baring her fears to him; he couldn’t reward that with his own angst. So he said nothing, his stomach churning away, trying to figure out the right way to appease her fears without overwhelming her with the depth of his true feelings.

“What I keep coming back to is, it feels selfish, and even cruel, to tie you to this,” she continued quietly. “To us. Chloe and me.” Her head was bowed, she wouldn’t look at him.

His head started to throb, traces of a headache forming. He reached up with his free hand to grip her chin. “Do you not want me to be Chloe’s father, is that really it?”

“My God, no. Aidan, that’s the best part of all this.”

His eyes narrowed. “You don’t want me to be your husband, then.”

Her face paled. The freckles that covered her skin seemed to stand out against the alabaster, making her blue-grey eyes vivid. “That’s not it. It’s just that I want… well… a husband who adores me. Yes, you adore me. As a friend. But I want a husband who also burns with passion for me. Who’s in love with me. And that’s not you, is it.”

He turned away, raking his hands through his hair and over his face before dropping his head into his hands. His blood raced through him, searing, as his chest tightened. “What if I told you it was?” he asked. His hands muffled his words, and he sat up. “What if I told you I wasn’t just going through the motions, that I’m not playacting at this? That I do burn for you, more than you could begin to know? Would you even believe me?”

She gaped at him. “Are you—are you patronizing me?”

“Christ! No!” He swore under his breath and shot to his feet. Calling on all his reserves, he stared down at her and bit out. “I can’t win here, no matter what I say. We’re going in circles. It’s ludicrous, really. I’m going mad.”

“Make me understand!” she cried, bolting to her feet to face him. “Overnight, you’re different. There’s more going on than our plan. What’s changed, why are you so different all of a sudden?”

“Nothing’s changed!” he shouted. His last threads of control unraveled and frayed as he stared back at her, his heart thumping wildly. The words came pouring out in a wild rush. “I’ve been in love with you from the day I met you, Maura. The only thing that’s changed is this plan finally allows me to act on it. At last.”

She froze, her eyes and mouth wide with shock.

“And you don’t believe me, do ya. Nope.” He wanted to shake her. He wanted to punch a wall. “You keep asking why would I do this. Are you that willfully blind? Because I’m in love with you, that’s why. Because you, and your daughter, mean the world to me. Because I found a loophole in the system and I’m willing to take those huge measures to keep Chloe away from that fucking despicable bastard. Her and you.” It was hard to take a breath. His blood pulsed through his veins, pounding in his ears. Something inside told him to stop talking, but the dam had been breached, and it was all gushing out. “You keep questioning me. It’s bloody hurtful, almost ridiculous. I’m the one who’s marrying someone who’s not in love with me. I’m the one who’s trying not to think about how maybe one day you’ll meet a man you could fall in love with, and you’ll be the one resenting tying yourself to me. I do adore you, and I do want you, and you don’t… I mean… you have no idea… bloody hell, that you’ve thought all this time I think of you like a sister!” He raked his hands through his hair and barked out a laugh, the laugh of a man on the edge. “That was the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my fucking life, I’ll tell ya.”

She stood there, as pale and still as an ice sculpture. He wondered if she was even breathing, or holding her breath as he ranted. And yes, he was ranting, and he knew it, but couldn’t stop.

“So there it is, Em, there you go. The truth is out now. Why, why, why, you keep askin’? It’s not some big mystery; the cosmos haven’t shifted off their axis. I’m in love with you, and I’ve been swallowing it for a decade, and now…”

He stopped short. The shell-shocked look on her face… it wasn’t just disbelief mixed with alarm, it was distress. Her arms were wrapped around her middle, clutching at herself, her face pale and eyes wide. He was shouting at her, for God’s sake.

He’d done this all wrong. Jaysus, he’d blown it to hell. He scrubbed his hands over his face, turning away. He couldn’t bear the look on her face. He’d never felt so wide open, so… exposed.

“I have to go.” He lurched toward the door and flung it open, blindly heading for the stairs.

She didn’t call after him. She didn’t try to stop him.

He’d never been more embarrassed in his life. He hadn’t just revealed his biggest secret, he’d flung it at her with anger and pent-up frustration. That wasn’t fair to her. There was a lot going on… of course she was confused and off-balance. And what had he done when she’d told him why? For someone who prided himself on being honorable, he’d just lost his mind, and his temper, and left himself twisting in the wind. Humiliation and self-loathing gripped him in the gut, with sharp claws. He walked past Mrs. Callahan even as she said hello, just kept walking, straight out the front door, into the embrace of the cool, dark night.


Chapter Nine
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Maura went down to the kitchen to make tea at six AM. It wasn’t like she’d slept much, anyway. She usually woke at six-thirty, but gave up on rolling around restlessly in her bed, as well as rolling Aidan’s shocking confession around in her head for the hundredth time. I’ve been in love with you from the day I met you, Maura.

How in almighty hell had she not known? They were best friends. She thought she knew him better than anyone, and he her. She had so many questions…

Which she started firing at her poor mother as soon as she entered the kitchen.

“Mornin’,” Peggy yawned with a smile. “You’re up early.”

The night before, after Aidan had stormed out, Maura had sunk straight into her bed. Now, she poured the story out, unable to stop herself. Peggy listened as she fixed some toast and jam for both of them, pulled two yoghurts out of the refrigerator, and sat at the small table across from her youngest daughter. By the time Maura stopped talking, she was halfway done with her breakfast.

“Do you think it could be true, Ma?” Maura finally asked in wonder. “And if so, how the hell didn’t I sense it, see it?”

“Because you’re bloody blind,” Peggy said with a laugh.

Maura froze where she sat. “You think so?”

“That poor boy’s been in love with you forever,” Peggy said. “I wondered if he’d ever get round to telling you so, and it seems he finally has. Good.”

Maura stared. “You’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious!” Peggy sipped her tea. “You didn’t see it because you didn’t want to. You had too much invested in your friendship. It’s safer that way. You didn’t want to get close to another man like that after Niall steamrolled you. But Aidan… sweetheart, every sign in the world’s been there.”

“Like what?” Maura asked, an edge of defensiveness to her tone.

“Like how you two went to uni together, but he’d come visit you over every break,” Peggy began. “Like how he went away to business school for two years, but he never lost touch and visited you every free chance he got. Like how he moved back to Dublin, instead of taking that job in London. I remember that.” She nodded as she stirred a bit more sugar into her tea. “The offer in London was a better one. But he didn’t take it. He’s fearless in most things, that one. He would’ve done well there. But he didn’t go. And I always suspected it was because he didn’t want to be that far away from you.”

“That’s rubbish!” Maura cried.

“I’d bet this house on that being the case,” Peggy said, dead somber. “Come, now! What’s a young, handsome, single man doing coming round here all the time? Talking to you every day, taking you out, doting on you and your daughter? Buying her presents all the time, offering to whisk you off to New York? Why? Just because you’re besties? No way. He’s mad for you, Maura. I can see it every time he looks at you. It’s all over him. He never told me so, mind, but he didn’t have to.”

“I…” Maura shook her head and fidgeted with the rim of her tea cup. “I never knew.”

“Maybe you didn’t let yourself.” Peggy pointed out. “Is this where I remind you how many times you’ve mooned over the fact that Aidan’s the best man you know? You made him your daughter’s godfather, for heaven’s sake. You didn’t let yourself think of him that way because you were afraid to. And he never told you because he was afraid to. You’re both plain scaredy-cats, from what I can see.”

Maura chewed on her lip as she stared down into her tea. Was her mum right? It seemed too simple.

She shook her head again. “I don’t think that’s it.”

“Really?” Peggy leaned in, her large bosom pressing against the edge of the table. “He asked you to marry him.”

“For Chloe’s sake!” Maura cried. “To keep her safe!”

“Of course. And it’s a splendid idea. But here’s the thing, he’ll have to be married to you, for the rest of your lives. Committing himself to only you, to living with you, to sharing his life with you. How’s he seemed with that? Ambivalent, resentful? Or happy?”

That stopped Maura cold. She thought of the look on his face at the jeweler’s, bragging to the saleswoman about how he had the most beautiful fiancée in all of Ireland. She’d rolled her eyes, thinking he was putting it on a bit thick, but the saleswoman had sighed a dreamy sigh and glanced her way with something like envy. Because it rang so true. Like Aidan meant it. The way he looked at her after he said it… all the sweet things he’d said, the comforting things, the supportive things… the look in his eyes after he’d first kissed her in the pub…

She dropped her head in her hands. “Sweet lord, he’s really in love with me.”

“That’s right. And fine if you say you didn’t know before, but you do now. So what are you going to do about it?”

“I have no idea.” She tore at the crust on her toast and stuffed a bite into her mouth. It felt like sandpaper against her dry tongue, and she had to choke it down. “I have to talk to him. I was kind of awful last night. I was just so in shock… when he told me, I didn’t say anything. He looked so upset. And I let him leave like that… oh, God.”

“Mummy? Gran?” Chloe’s sweet voice entered the kitchen before she did. Wearing her pink Disney princess nightgown, she came in rubbing her eyes. Pieces of her hair stood wildly, having broken free from her braid during the night. “I heared voices.”

“Good mornin’, sugarplum!” Peggy smiled and pulled the child in for a hug. “Did you sleep well?”

“Aye,” Chloe answered, even as she yawned. “Do I have to go to school today?”

Peggy laughed. “Of course you do!”

“But Mummy’s getting married,” Chloe said. “Isn’t that a special reason not to?”

“I’m not getting married today, silly,” Maura said, grinning.

“Oh.” Chloe inclined her head and asked, “When, then?”

“September,” Maura said.

“Oh! That’s not too far away. All right.” Chloe smiled. “September what?”

Maura sipped her tea. “Actually, we didn’t pin down a day yet. Probably the end of the month.”

“You have to pick a day!” Chloe yelped, wide eyed.

“I have to do a lot of things,” Maura murmured.
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Maura tapped her pen on the edge of her desk in a frustrated, staccato rhythm, then checked her phone for the thousandth time. Nothing from Aidan, not a word. She had to dive in and do something. It was half past four already, and she’d be leaving soon to get Chloe from day care. She texted him. “Hellooooo?”

She waited with breath held, nervous. Then she wondered why she was nervous.

He usually answered right away if he was able. Maybe he was wrapped up in something at work. Maybe he was in the loo. Maybe he didn’t want to answer her. That thought made her stomach do a little twist.

“Hiya,” came his response text. But that was it.

“Are we not talking now?” She wrote.

He didn’t answer right away. A full minute, which felt like twenty, went by before his response came in. “Don’t know what to say just now.”

Her stomach lurched. Her hands felt tingly as she texted quickly. “Anything. Say anything you want. But don’t shut me out. Please.”

Another long pause before he answered. “I feel like an arse, Em. Split myself wide open last night. Out of all the scenarios I imagined for telling you, how it went down last night wasn’t it. Just licking my wounds here. I’ll be fine.”

“Oh, Aidan,” she whispered, her heart squeezing. His pain was palpable to her, even as he was trying to hide it. “I’m sorry I let you leave like that. We really should talk about it.” She wrote.

“I know.” He wrote back. “But not now.”

Her breath caught in her lungs, making her chest tight. She pounded out his number and listened to it ring once, twice, three times, four, until his voice mail picked up and she clicked off the call.

“Not picking it up, Em.” He wrote. “Give me a day or two, I’ll be fine. There’s nothing for you to worry about. We’ll still go with the plan, and we’ll work around all the rest.”

“Bloody hell.” She spat under her breath, dialing again.

This time, he picked up on the third ring. “Please, Em. Not now. I’m still at work.”

“So you’re going to ignore me until the weekend?” She hurled at him.

“No. I just—”

“How dare you!” She hissed. “How dare you tell me something so important, and then not give me a chance to discuss it with you. You’ve decided what I want, without hearing me out. That’s pure shite, Aidan. I never took you for a coward.”

Icy quiet radiated from his end until he finally spoke. “I’m not.”

“Then talk to me, don’t shut me out.”

In a low, tight whisper, he ground out. “There are four people in my office right now, Maura. Can we please discuss this later?”

Shame broke over her like an ocean wave, harsh and furious. “I’m so sorry. Of course. Bye.” She ended the call and buried her burning face in her hands as she quipped to herself. “That went well.”

[image: *]*

As Maura held her hand and they walked away from the preschool, Chloe happily babbled on about her day. Maura had parked a block away. When they got to the car, as if from nowhere, Niall appeared before them. “Hello there.”

Maura’s stomach fell, as if she were on a dizzying ride at an amusement park. “What are you doing here?”

“Was hoping to chat,” Niall said, but his eyes were glued to their daughter. “Holy Christ, she’s the spittin’ image of you. Without all the freckles.”

Chloe looked back up at him curiously. “Who’s this, Mummy?”

Maura’s heart took off with a gallop, and she fought to appear calm. “Ehm… this is… someone I used to know,” she finally said.

Her eyes pinned Niall, imploring with him. Please don’t frighten her. Please don’t say something awful.

He crouched down to get to eye level with Chloe. Maura gripped her hand tightly, pulling her in closer to her side.

“Hello, Chloe,” he said. “I’ve heard so much about you. You’re a lovely girl.”

“Thank you.” Chloe smiled, her manners always in place, as Maura had taught her. “What’s your name?”

“Niall.” He reached out a hand to shake hers. “Has your mum ever told you anything about me?”

Maura’s blood coursed through her with rage. “No,” she said sharply. “After all, I haven’t seen you in so long, why would I have?”

He straightened, his dark eyes spearing her. “Nothing, eh?”

“Nothing,” Maura replied, not backing down or letting him intimidate her. “I have to get Chloe home to supper now.” She opened the car door and ushered the girl inside. “Give me a minute, okay, sweetie?” She kissed Chloe firmly on the forehead, trying to catch her own breath, which felt stuck in her chest. Closing the door, she turned back to Niall. “Are you following me?”

He shrugged. “I wanted to see my daughter.”

“And now you have. With another ambush,” she bit out. “What a standup gentleman you are, resorting to stalker tactics.”

“Well, you won’t talk to me, so you leave me no choice,” he said.

Her heart thumped wildly against her ribs. An idea hit her and she reached for her phone. “You know, you’re right,” she said, subtly pressing the voice recorder button. “I should take your number at least, so I can reach you if I need to. After all, you seem to have all of my information. You know where I live; now you’ve followed me to Chloe’s school—”

“Which I wouldn’t have had to do if you’d let me see her,” Niall said.

“She doesn’t know you,” Maura said, “or anything about you. I’m not going to scare her with a stranger.”

“Well, now she’s met me,” Niall said with a slight sneer. “So I’m not a stranger anymore.”

“Because you ambushed me on the street.” Maura pointed out.

“It wasn’t an ambush,” he said. “Stop being so dramatic.”

“You obviously followed me to her school, and knew what time we’d be leaving for the day,” she said. “You introduced yourself in a way that left me no choice without scaring her. What would you call that?”

“What was necessary,” he said.

She harrumphed a sigh of frustration, seeing there was no reasoning with him. “Give me your number so I can text you if I need to.”

“You mean you’d actually talk to me without your pit bull behind you?” Niall said. “I was starting to think you and McKinnon were attached at the hip.”

“If Aidan knew you’d cornered Chloe and me this way,” she said, “he’d likely beat you within an inch of your life.”

Niall laughed dismissively. “I read up on what happens if he adopts Chloe when you get married. If he adopts her, I never have any rights again, no matter what.” His gaze turned lethal, almost sinister. “I’m not going to let that happen, you know.”

A chill ran over her skin, but she kept up her outward appearance of defiance. “There’s nothing you can do about it, actually.”

He edged closer, just a bit. The menace was palpable. “Don’t be so sure about that, Maura.”

“Are you threatening us?” she stammered. Something about the look in his dark eyes shook her to the bone.

“I’m just saying,” Niall rumbled, “that if you’ll let Chloe spend part of her time with Frannie and me, everything will be fine. If you don’t…” He shrugged again, but held her gaze for a long beat before stepping back. “Why don’t we try for a brunch on Sunday, maybe? Frannie’s dying to meet her already. I could pick Chloe up around eleven, and bring her back to you after a few hours.”

Maura blinked. His threat, coupled with his disregard for anything she said and an apparent disconnect from reality, had her reeling. “No. No way! You just all but threatened me! Do you really think I’ll let her anywhere near you now?”

“She’s my blood.” Niall spat.

“And that’s it.” Maura hissed in return. “Being a sperm donor doesn’t make you a father, damn you.”

His fingers twitched at his sides. “Why do you have to make this so difficult?”

“Because I think you’re dangerous,” she said. “I don’t trust you one bit. And it’s my job to protect my daughter.”

He shoved his hands into his pocket, then took it out holding a business card, which he handed to her. “My cell phone and email are on there. You wanted my contact info, now you have it. When can I see her, take her to meet Frannie?”

Maura narrowed her eyes, ignoring the wild beating of her heart. “When I decide you can. In the meantime, stop following us. Stay away from her, and me. And Aidan, too. For all I know, you’re stalking all of us. Not exactly the way to work yourself into my good graces.”

He tore his gaze from hers to glance at Chloe, sitting in the car. She was singing along with the book in her lap, pressing little buttons that made the book make noises. “She’s so beautiful. Prettier than you.” He glanced back at Maura. “None of those bloody freckles that cover you from head to toe. She got lucky.”

Maura rolled her eyes. “You hate my freckles? Ouch. You hurt my feelings,” she drawled sarcastically.

“This doesn’t have to be this way,” he said, “if you’d just be more agreeable.”

“You’re daft, I swear! After everything you did, why on earth would I be agreeable with anything you want or say?”

He edged close and murmured harshly, “Because it’ll go much easier if you do.”

“You don’t scare me.” She lied, using the strongest tone she could muster.

He held her gaze. “See you around.” His eyebrows shot up once, then he tapped on the car window. Chloe jumped, startled, but he smiled and waved. “Goodbye, you wee beauty. See you soon!”

She smiled and waved back. “Bye!”

“Stay away from my daughter.” Maura ground out from between her clenched teeth, even as her blood raced through her veins and her fingers went almost numb.

He didn’t look at her again, but started to whistle as he turned away and walked up the street.

With shaking hands, Maura looked down at her phone. Thank God, it was still recording. She hit stop, tossed it clumsily into her bag, and took long breaths to calm her quaking body. She had to appear fine for her daughter’s sake. She had to drive them home. Cars sped by on the road, a woman walking her dog passed by her, a noisy bus lumbered its way down the street… Maura wrapped her arms around herself and looked up at the cloudy sky until she could take a full breath. Then she drew another, and another. Even though her heart was still racing, she could breathe, and was determined to get herself and her daughter home safely.

Niall was a bit unhinged, that much was clear. How far he was willing to take his threats was what she had to figure out, and how to handle it. Without telling her mum, or Aidan, or upsetting anyone else who might worry as much as she was.


Chapter Ten


[image: ‡]‡

Baz flicked a glance at his phone to check the time as his friend eased onto the barstool beside him. Five-thirty, right on time.

“Thanks for meeting me,” Aidan said.

“Thanks for buying the first round,” Baz replied.

Five minutes later, he raised his glass in salute before sipping his beer. One of their regular pubs in the heart of City Centre, The Harp, was full of patrons like them, people glad to have a pint at the end of a workday. Music played, two different rugby games flashed on the flat screens, and the welcome noise of Dubliners filled the space.

But Aidan was quieter than usual. Baz studied his longtime friend. His whole body was coiled, and stress tightened the lines in his face. “What’s the craic?”

“Well…” Aidan took a long swallow of beer. “I need to ask ya somethin’.”

“All right.”

“I’m getting married in September. Will you be my best man?”

Baz’s mouth dropped open. He drew back, almost falling off his stool. “Go on with ye! Ha-ha, very funny. You’re coddin’ me.”

“Not joking.” Aidan finally grinned. “You don’t want to be my best man? Here I was thinkin’ it was the best way to not have to decide between my brothers. Ah, well.”

Baz gaped. “What kind of shite is this?” He looked around wildly. “Are we on one of those stupid reality shows, and we’re on camera? Some tool’s gonna come runnin’ out now?”

“No.” Aidan met his gaze. “I’m dead serious, Sebastian.”

At that, Baz stilled. Like his parents, Aidan only used his full name when shit got real. “Who the hell are ya marryin’, much less so soon?” A thought hit him, and he leaned in to drop his voice. “You knock someone up?”

“No, ya animal.” Aidan laughed dryly. “I’m marrying Maura.”

Baz blinked. “What? Whaaaaat?”

Aidan sipped his drink again. “It’s a bit of a story…”

Baz gripped his friend’s arm. “You tell me what the hell’s going on, right now.”

Aidan poured out the tale, sparing no details. He’d known Baz since they were kids; it was like talking to a brother. And it was a relief. By the time he was done, they’d gone through another round of drinks, a basket of chips, and he felt himself relax a bit.

Baz sat back on his stool and gazed at his friend with admiration. “You’re a good man, to do that for them. Seriously.”

Aidan just nodded.

“And ya also get the girl of your dreams. So stop looking so bloody miserable. Fate helped you to get what you’ve secretly always wanted—to end up with Maura.”

“And what happens when she thinks on it, and comes to the same conclusion? How convenient it is? That I’m actually getting something I secretly wanted, but never told her? Is she going to feel… I dunno, betrayed?” Aidan’s fingers flexed with trepidation. “Now that I told her the truth about how I feel, what if she thinks I’m not doing this for the right reasons, which I am, but because I just wanted to rope her in for my own selfish wants?”

Baz met his stare. “Are you?”

“No! Fuck no.”

“Then stop worrying about that. You’re overthinking it.”

Aidan was so relieved to be talking about this with someone; it was like a physical weight was slowly being lifted off him. Baz was the only person he’d ever confided his secret in, a few years ago. One night, when they’d gotten so drunk they were half blind with it, a girl was all over him and Baz questioned why Aidan wasn’t going for her. In his plastered state, Aidan had confessed his long-repressed love for Maura. Baz had been a true friend and kept his secret. It had helped in a way, too—after that, Baz stopped busting on him about not dating any women for the long-term. He finally understood what had been holding Aidan back and what truly ate at him all the time, holding feelings like that inside.

Now, Aidan could vent. “She’s all over the place,” he muttered, raking a hand through his already mussed hair. “And since I blurted out the truth like that, like a raving eejit, I am, too.”

“That’s for sure.” Baz snorted. “You’re as jumpy as a fish thrown on land.”

“I know. It’s been hell on me, knowing it’s out there. I was fine before she knew the truth,” Aidan insisted. “I was more than fine with the plan, with being married, all of it. But now that she knows I’m actually in love with her… it, ehm… changes things.”

“Maybe for the better,” Baz said. “Ya said she kept questioning why you’d do this, feeling guilty about tying you to her… maybe when she realizes it’s what you’ve always wanted, she’ll stop feeling guilty and realize it’s going to make you happy, which will make her happier about it, too.”

“Aye, it should be that easy. But it isn’t.” Aidan’s gaze flickered up to one of the flat screens to take in the rugby action. “Now I’m the one who’s thrown. She wants to talk about it—what I confessed—but I put her off.”

“What? Why?”

Aidan shrugged.

“How long is this, now?”

“She called me yesterday, wanting to talk. I told her I’d call her back… I haven’t.” His mouth twisted in shame. “She hasn’t even texted me. She’s probably pissed now.”

“You wuss.” Baz spat. “Man up and fix it.”

“I will.”

“Don’t do that to her. She’s a good woman, that one.”

“I know!” Aidan ran a hand over his stubbled jaw and huffed out a breath. “I know. Back off.”

“I won’t. What the hell are you so afraid of?”

Aidan paused, his lips thinning as they pressed together. Then he finally admitted quietly, “Her rejecting me.”

“Well, she can’t now even if she wants to.” Baz pointed out. “You’re getting married. Done deal.”

“That doesn’t make it better,” Aidan murmured. He turned his glass in restless circles on the bar. “It was different when she didn’t know how I felt. She was all in because the plan made logical sense. But now she knows how I feel, and we’ll still be married, and… I’ll know she’ll be with me only because she needs to be, not because she wants to be, which is ironic, since that’s kind of what she was afraid of, in reverse.” He sighed. “I’ll always want her to love me back.” His voice was barely audible above the noise in the pub. “That might kill me.”

“Easy, Romeo.”

“Shut up. I’m feeling damned vulnerable here, and I hate it.”

“Jaysus, what I’m hearin’…” Baz shook his head, slammed down his glass, and pointed a finger. “There’s a lot of things you’re not, McKinnon. And at the top of the list is a coward. Don’t start now.”

“Shut up.”

“No. Come on, mate. Ya hearin’ yourself?”

A muscle jumped in Aidan’s jaw as he clenched it. “Hate it when you’re right.”

“Which is always, mind.” Baz winked and they both sipped their pints. “You know what you two need? A night out. Just for fun, no pressure, no drama. Take her on a date, a real one. Have some drinks, go dancing. Something, anything.” He leaned in. “Do I really have to tell you, the second biggest heartbreaker in Dublin, that you need to go romance your woman?”

Aidan laughed and shook his head.

“I’m happy for you,” Baz said quietly now. “Let yourself be happy for yourself.”

“Can’t. It’s not real,” Aidan murmured. “She doesn’t love me back.”

“That’s the thing,” Baz said. His dark eyes held Aidan’s blues. “Because I’d swear she does. She just doesn’t realize it. Yet.” He clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder, squeezed it for support. “You two… there’s a connection there I’ve rarely seen. You’re soul mates.”

“Soul mates, eh?” Aidan’s brows lifted in surprise. “Didn’t think you believed in that stuff.”

“Aye, I do. Just because I don’t go on about it doesn’t mean I don’t think it exists. And if I’ve ever seen true soul mates with my own eyes, it’s the two of you.” Baz took the last chip from the bottom of the basket and flipped it into his mouth. “Soul mates don’t have to be lovers, ya know. They can be best friends. And you two are that. So, if now ya bring romance into it? Or, at the very least, some new mega-level type of shagging? It can only end up amazing, if you ask me.” He reached for his glass. “Could be epic. If you stop being so scared of it. Both of you. From what you just told me, she sounds terrified. You’re both afraid. Yay for you.”

Aidan pursed his lips and stared into his glass.

“Can’t believe you’re getting married. Jaysus.” Baz laughed. “Think she’ll still let ya come out and play sometimes, yer ball and chain?”

Aidan laughed and lightly punched his friend’s arm. “Shut it, ya wanker.”

Baz tapped his glass to Aidan’s. “In all seriousness, I’m honored to be your best man. Thanks for asking.”

“Thanks for accepting.”

“Already thinking of options for the bachelor party.”

“Knew I picked the right man.”

“Aye.” Baz drained the last of his beer. “You sure don’t do anything the normal way, McKinnon. Getting married to be a hero. God bless ya.”

“I’m no hero, but Chloe needs me,” Aidan said. “She needs us, her mum and me as a team, to keep her safe.”

“She’s damn lucky to have ya. They both are. And believe me, knowing Maura? She knows it.” Baz grinned. “You’ll do all right. You’ll fix it.”

Aidan nodded. “We’ll… we’ll be fine.”

“Better than fine, I bet. That’s a hell of a good woman you’re making your wife. And whatever ya need, you ask me, hear? I’ve got your back.” He waved down a bartender. “Another round! My best friend’s gettin’ hitched, the poor sod.”

Aidan laughed, but the knot that had been in his chest all day unfurled some.
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Maura was half asleep when her phone rang. She rolled over to clutch it from the night stand and glanced at the caller ID. Finally. “I was starting to wonder when I’d hear from you.”

“I’m sorry,” Aidan said. “I really am. Forgive me for being a bloody fool?”

She laughed softly. “Of course.” She yawned and rolled over in her bed to stare out the window beyond. Moonlight filtered in, casting shadows and silvery blue light. She had a million thoughts of her own swirling in her head, but one seemed more important just then than any of her concerns. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” he said, but the faintest false note rang in his tone. “Long day. Then went out to the pub with Baz. Just got home. But I’m fine, just tired now.”

“Me, too. I’m in bed already.”

“Damn, did I wake ya? So sorry.”

“It’s fine, no worries.”

“Okay, good. I just…” His voice trailed off, and she heard him clear his throat. “Just didn’t want another night to go by without calling ya back.”

“Good. Now ya have.”

“You pissed at me?” he asked carefully.

“No. Concerned about you, confused, stunned, and I have a zillion questions. But now that you’ve gotten back to me and apologized, at least no longer pissed.”

“Good to know.”

“We have to talk,” she said. “About the things you said. You know that.”

“Aye, but first, how about this,” he said. “On Saturday, I pick you up. Take you into the city. Go to the pictures. Then out to dinner. Find a pub, have a few drinks. Have a few laughs… and yes, we’ll talk. What do you say?”

Her heart rate went up a notch, even as she grinned. “Aidan McKinnon… did you just ask me out on a date?”

“Yes, Miss Callahan, I did indeed.”

A full smile bloomed across her face and she bit down on her lip. “Interesting.”

“One of the fringe benefits of gettin’ engaged,” he said with mock authority. “If… you still want to get married. I mean…”

“You can’t get out of this now,” she said quietly. “Ya bought me a ring.”

“I don’t want to get out of it,” he said. “But if after what I said… and then I acted like a pure riddy and didn’t call you for two days—”

“Which you’ve apologized for. So drop that.”

“Maura…” His voice was thick with emotion, making her heart skip a beat.

“We’ll talk in person,” she said. “So, what movie?”

He paused, then stuttered out a laugh. “I’m thinkin’ the new Marvel one. A wild ride with superheroes and explosions and sharp one-liners. We need to have some fun.”

“Sounds perfect to me.”


Chapter Eleven
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As the lights dimmed in the cinema, Maura and Aidan put their 3D glasses on and sat back to enjoy the film. The sound seemed louder than usual, but Maura chalked that up to her nerves. Because although she’d gone to the pictures with Aidan a hundred times before, this time was different. They were on a date.

She’d left work an hour early to pick up Chloe early so she could get home and do all the feminine prep she could. Long shower, deep conditioning her hair, even shaving her legs. She’d actually fretted over what to wear, which she’d never done before when it came to going anywhere with Aidan. A dress? Jeans and a T-shirt? Casual, dressy, sexy… what to do? After a good bout of self-recrimination for being foolish, she decided on jeans and a royal purple silk top that made her feel pretty.

She didn’t usually wear makeup, but tonight she put on some mascara and a bit of lip color. The first shade of lipstick was too dark, and she wiped it off impatiently. She felt like a little girl playing with her mum’s cosmetics, and looking just as silly. She didn’t have to play the part of someone else, what was she doing? Tinted lip balm was fine. If Aidan had truly loved her all this time, that was what he usually saw, so it must be fine.

He’d shown up at her house with a bouquet of pale pink roses for her; he knew it was her favorite color. Wearing jeans and a pale blue button-down shirt with the top two buttons open, his thick hair somewhat tamed and his angular face shaved clean… he smiled and her heart fluttered. It actually fluttered. Good lord, since when did she find him so damn sexy?

“It’s good to see you,” he said earnestly, leaning against the doorframe as his eyes travelled over her. “Damn. You look really pretty.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, feeling a hint of a blush creep into her cheeks.

“I, ehm… I missed ya, believe it or not.”

She blinked, then tried to joke, “Since when can’t ya live without seeing me for four days?”

His smile turned crooked, almost wistful, as his eyes flickered away for a moment before returning to her face. The emotions, so clear in his marine blue gaze, startled her. Oh God. He really is in love with me. How didn’t I see this before? It made her stomach do a little flip.

“C’mon,” he said, straightening. “Let’s go have a good time.”

They drove the twenty-five minutes into Dublin, making small talk about various neighborhoods in the city that might be a good place for them to live. He told her how he’d asked some coworkers with kids about schools for Chloe and such; she told him how she’d started to research schools online. They talked about where to go for dinner after the movie. They talked about his friend Baz and her friend Kathleen and their reactions to the big news and about everything accept what they were both truly thinking about. What hung in the air around them like a heavy cloak, threaded with hidden sparks of electricity. He kept his eyes on the road and she kept hers on the scenery, because every time their gazes met, it was like an electric charge.

Now, as the previews ended and the film began, Maura snuck a glance at Aidan’s profile. Her best friend… her fiancé. Behind his 3D glasses, his stare was focused on the screen. His high cheekbones and strong jaw looked smooth and sure, begging for her fingertips to stroke them. He looked relaxed, confident, and deliciously masculine. This beautiful man was her fiancé now. He’d be her husband. The man at her back. Not that he hadn’t been already, really. But now she’d spend the rest of her life with him, if things worked out. And why wouldn’t they work out? If she could just wrap her head around the intimate parts that went along with marriage…

With a mental swat at herself, she took a deep, cleansing breath, ready to sit back and let her mind be totally commandeered for two plus hours. It was a relief, actually, to not have to think about the week she’d had and all the worries that constantly swirled as a result.

A few minutes in, Aidan reached for her hand and held it gently. His skin was warm and firm and a little flush of something went through her. Delight. Pleasure. He’d held her hand a million times… but it hadn’t resonated like this. There was something beyond the usual affection in the way he held her hand now, something… more. His intimate touch sent little tingles up her arm.

It was an interesting development, these new feelings that kept taking her by surprise. Ever since he’d kissed her that first time, whenever he touched her it elicited new reactions that were thrilling. And, like now, leaving her a little flustered, making her heart rate pick up a bit. She liked it. Not taking her eyes from the screen, she tenderly squeezed his hand. He threaded his fingers through hers, caressed the top of her hand with his thumb, and held on for the rest of the film.
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When Aidan and Maura walked out of the cinema, they were pumped with adrenaline, talking excitedly about the film. It had been a great choice—a rollicking ride, nothing overly emotional or cerebral, just loud, wild fun that had them both wired and ready to go.

The late May night was cool but comfortable. While they’d been inside, twilight had settled over the city. The vibrant sights and sounds around them seemed to only lift their spirits higher. He reached for her hand again as they walked along the streets of City Centre until they reached their next destination, an upscale Italian restaurant he’d heard about from his boss.

As he held open the glass door for her, she thanked him and said, “I’ve never been here before.”

“Neither have I.” He followed her inside. “But I hear the food is excellent.”

“Looks a bit fancy for the likes of us,” she joked in a whisper.

“Maybe for the likes of me,” he whispered back, “but not you, beautiful girl.”

She blinked and smiled, obviously taken aback, but pleased, too.

“I wanted us to go somewhere we’d never been before,” he said. “It’s our first real date… new chapter of our relationship… new places. Everything’s new tonight.”

“I like that,” she said quietly.

With a grin, he slipped an arm around her waist as he told the maître d’ they had a reservation, then moved his hand to the small of her back as they were taken to the table. He couldn’t keep his hands off her tonight. She looked gorgeous in that top, a regal purple that flattered her, and the V-neck gave just a hint of her cleavage. She’d even worn makeup, and he appreciated that she’d wanted to do that for him. But on top of all that, did she have to smell so damn good it made his mouth water? All through the film, he’d breathed in her light, floral scent, intoxicated by her.

But best of all, she’d seemed to finally start to relax. The movie was fun, her eyes were bright and her smile easy… and she let him keep touching her. Sometimes, she shyly but definitely initiated it. It was amazing.

Now, here they were, being seated in this elegant, attractive restaurant like any other couple out on a Saturday night, and it was both exciting and like the most natural thing in the world. If he’d been nervous about her holding on to anger about how he’d botched everything in the past few days—blurting how he was in love with her in a flash meltdown, then not calling her for two days—he knew now they were fine. Maura had always been quick to forgive and forget with him, something he was grateful for.

Sitting across the table from him, framed by crystal, silver, fine china, and candlelight, she was striking. Her long hair tumbled over her shoulders, and she swept it back haphazardly as she pored over the menu. He saw her eyes widen a drop before snapping up to his face.

“Aidan,” she whispered. “These prices… who in bloody hell told you to bring me here, Bill Gates?”

He chuckled low and said, “Not quite. It was Douglas.”

Her brows shot up. “You asked your boss where to go for a fancy dinner?”

“Aye.”

“Your boss that’s a gazillionaire.”

“That’s the one.”

“And you listened to him? Aidan—”

“Stop.” His gaze pinned her. “I wanted to take you somewhere special. Somewhere decadent and lovely and memorable. It’s our first real date. I’ve… been waiting years for this. Let me enjoy spoiling you a wee bit.” His voice softened. “And let yourself enjoy it, too. Can ya do that for me, Em?”

Her mouth twisted, something between a grin and a grimace. “Oh, sweetheart, of course I can. I already have been.” She reached for his hand across the table, and he slipped his into hers. She squeezed and said, “In case you didn’t know, I appreciate everything you’re doing tonight. The lengths you’re going to. Flowers at my door, a fun movie, dinner at this extravagant place… whatever comes next. But Aidan, you don’t have to try to… impress me, ya know?”

“I know that,” he said. “I’m trying to romance you. That’s different.”

She bit down on her lip, trying to repress a smile. It didn’t work. He watched it bloom across her beautiful face and something in him flamed.

“Is it working?” he stage whispered, only half joking.

She nodded and admitted, “You bet it is.” She squeezed his hand again and rubbed the top with her thumb, the way he had to hers in the cinema. “If you want to impress me, it’ll be hard, because I already think you’re wonderful. You’re already my knight in shining armor, Aidan McKinnon.”

“Aw, c’mon now,” he said dismissively, but couldn’t wipe the besotted grin from his face for anything.

“There’s only one thing I can think of tonight that would impress me, absolutely knock me off my feet.”

His brows lifted as curiosity gripped him. “What’s that?”

“Tell me the truth about your feelings for me,” she said quietly, her eyes holding his. “What you’ve been holding out on me for years. All of it.”

A chill skittered over him and his mouth went dry. Damn him for a coward. “I… I’m not quite ready to go into that just now.” He tried to pull his hand from hers, but she held tight. Desperation coursed through him as he met her demanding gaze. “Later, okay? After we’ve both got a few drinks in us. Please.”

She held his eyes and his hand a moment longer, then released both. “Okay.” She picked up the menu again and looked it over.

His head inclined as he slanted her a sharp look. “That was too easy.”

She shrugged, the picture of nonchalance, as she studied her menu. “Dates usually end in a kiss, right?”

His libido flared at the thought. “Ehm… hopefully.”

“Well, you won’t be getting any kisses until you tell me some truths. So…” Her eyes didn’t lift from the menu, but the corners of her sweet mouth turned up in a grin, almost a smirk.

The little minx had him, and he knew it. Bloody hell.

“You drive a hard bargain.” He growled. “But I bet, as the night goes on, I can get you to want me to kiss you so bad that you’ll ask me to.”

At that, her eyes snapped up to meet his. “You’re bettin’ me, now?”

“Aye.” He nodded firmly, unable to hold back his own teasing grin. “I am.”

She laughed, but only said, “Game on, darling.”

His heart expanded in his chest. “I adore you.”

“Sweet talk won’t break me,” she said.

“Mmmm, but it’s fun to try. Besides… I have secret weapons.”

Her pale blue eyes brightened. “Oh, really.”

He waggled his brows as the waiter approached their table. “You’ll see.”
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Dinner was grand, a decadently delicious feast, followed by tiramisu for two that was possibly the best Maura had ever tasted. Her blood hummed with anticipation, wondering what Aidan would do next. He’d wined and dined her for sure; they’d split a bottle of shiraz between them, leaving her buzzed but not drunk… and ready for whatever these secret weapons were he’d alluded to. The game between them now, seeing who could get whom to cave and ask for a kiss first, was a perfect, fun distraction.

But as they walked along the busy streets, she warned him, “I haven’t forgotten the initial request. You have to talk to me, you know this.”

“I do.” He conceded, wrapping an arm around her waist. “But I’ve managed to not talk about it for ten years. You’ll understand my wanting to put it off just a wee bit longer.”

“No, actually, I don’t. And I won’t let you.” She turned to him and stopped short, making him all but slam into her. “I want to know.” Her face was inches from his, and her heart started beating in thicker, heavier beats. She lifted her hand to hold his face, and his eyes widened a drop. “You can tell me anything. Since when do you not know that?”

He stared at her, the conflict there obvious. “All right. Fine. I’m in love with you. There, I told you the most important part.”

She shook her head and lifted her other hand, cupping his face and holding. “All these years? Seriously?”

He nodded, his eyes intense as they locked on hers. He sighed softly before he said, “Since day one.”

A group of young men parted around them, laughing and talking loudly. Aidan and Maura didn’t move, focused on each other as if in a trance.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” she whispered desperately.

She watched his eyes darken, saw the hesitance there before he finally said, “At first, you were with Jimmy. When I met ya, you two were already a couple.”

“I can’t believe I never suspected.”

“I’m a McKinnon, I’m good at swallowing my feelings when I have to. ’Tis a family trait, ya know.” His eyes searched hers. “Then after that, the timing never seemed right, and… I just… aye, fine, I was afraid. Because if I told you how I felt, and you didn’t want that, and it made you uncomfortable, maybe even enough to want to distance yourself from me…” A muscle twitched by his eye. “I couldn’t bear that. The most important thing was that I wanted you in my life. I wasn’t willing to risk losing you, so being best friends was enough. Because you’re… everything to me, really.”

A breeze blew, flinging her hair into her eyes, which were wide with astonishment.

His hand lifted to sweep it back and tuck it behind her ears as he murmured, “That’s why I dated like I have, never settling with any one woman for long. Not because I like playing the field, or I’m commitment phobic, or whatever the hell you said.” He trailed the backs of his fingers along her cheek, and his voice was rough as he admitted, “I tried to find someone else, I did, but no one else came close. It’s always been you, Em.”

Her eyes stung as the enormity of his confession seeped into her brain. Her hands fell from his face to drop onto his shoulders as she gaped at him. The thought of him holding all that inside, all this time, was… God, it was heartbreaking. She ached for him.

“Would you ever have told me?” she finally managed.

A hint of a grin lightened his features. “You know how I wanted to take you to New York with me?”

She nodded.

“I couldn’t take it anymore. I was finally going to tell you on that trip. Try and sweep ya off your feet. But, ehm…” He shrugged and blushed adorably. “Cat’s out of the bag now, eh? I still want to take you to New York, though. We’ve always wanted to go, so I hope—”

The swell of emotions inside her rose and crested like a tidal wave. She grabbed his face and crushed her mouth to his, kissing him with abandon.


Chapter Twelve
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Aidan’s mind reeled. Maura was kissing him, passionately, in the middle of a crowded Dublin street. How many times had he dreamed of this? His arms banded around her, holding her to him as his mouth took hungrily from hers. Their bodies melted together as their lips and tongues tangled, the sudden passionate fervor between them firing his entire body to life.

And she was right there with him. He could feel it in the way she arched to be closer to him, the searing heat and recklessness of their embrace, how she whimpered into his mouth as he held her head and kissed her back with everything he had. It didn’t matter that they were on one of the busiest streets in Dublin; it felt like the whole world had fallen away, and there was only the two of them. He kissed her with all the love he’d held back for so, so long.

Her breasts pressed against his chest and he couldn’t help himself, his hands went down to her shapely arse to squeeze it and nudge her hips against his. Dammit, he had a raging hard-on. How was he supposed to walk along with her? Tearing himself away, he leaned his forehead against hers. He had to calm down. They stared into each other’s eyes, both panting, the current of pure electricity still sparking between them.

“You kissed me,” he murmured. “You lose.”

“The hell I do.” She stared at him in wonder. “I’m marrying a man who can kiss like that? If I knew you could kiss like that, I’d have jumped you years ago. How dare you hold that out on me, ya selfish fool.”

His eyes slipped closed as he breathed out a laugh. “My God, I love you so.”

She brushed her lips against his. His fingers sifted through her hair, holding her to him for a few more sips from her lips. But this time, it was she who pulled back and asked, “Where are we going next?”

His eyes sparkled. “Wherever you want.”

She shifted and looked around, as if suddenly realizing they weren’t alone, but in the middle of City Centre. He watched her blink away the haze of lust that had clouded her eyes as she took a step back. “Why don’t we go to a pub? I need a drink.”

“That makes two of us.” He quirked a grin, slid his arm around her waist, and guided her up the street without letting go, holding her close to his side, savoring every second. This was quickly becoming the best night of his life.
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They found a lively pub on the next corner, McCrite’s Ale House. Aidan had been there before, but Maura hadn’t, so it went along enough with his rule of only new places for their first date. They sat in a corner, close to each other, and had a pint as she coaxed him to tell her more of the things he’d been holding back from her.

He spoke quietly, almost shyly, as he finally told her how he’d fallen for her that first day they’d met. How they went out for burgers after class and as she talked, he just felt a click, a knowing, deep in his core… but she had a boyfriend. And he knew Jimmy, so he kept his growing crush to himself and let the friendship build, even though he fell for her a little more each day. Within a few weeks, he knew he was in love with her, but kept it to himself. And, over time, that love never wavered, only deepened.

She stared at him, at his handsome face she knew so well, and found herself studying his features as if with new eyes. It was mind-blowing, the depth of his feelings. This sweet, sexy man was mad about her. Hearing him pour his heart out to her this way, even in drips and drabs, was fascinating. And she wondered… somewhere, deep down, she had to have known, right? Wasn’t that why she was so comfortable with him, in a way she wasn’t with anyone else? Why she adored and trusted him so completely?

She’d always known she felt something for him that was unique, strong, and yes, even powerful. Had she been somewhat in love with him, too, but subconsciously squashed those feelings… along with all the feelings she’d squashed in herself when Niall made her feel like nothing? Because Aidan was a safe place. He always had been, both before Niall entered her life and after he’d left it, and she wasn’t willing to risk losing him for anything.

She realized with a jolt that she could easily fall in love with him now… if she’d stop hiding. If she’d stop playing it so safe. If she’d take a leap of faith. Could she do it? Was she too damaged, was she capable?

“Am I talking too much?” Aidan asked. The hesitance in his tone lanced her.

“No, no,” she said, grasping his hand, so warm in hers. “I’m just trying to absorb it all. I want to hear everything. Talk to me all night.”

He grinned and nodded slowly, squeezing her hand back as he took a sip of beer.

This beautiful man was going to be more than her best friend. He was going to be her husband. Her partner in life. And dammit, he deserved love, affection, and passion as much as she did. She could give him all of those things. If she could just get over herself! If she could just stop being scared of it, brush aside the awkwardness about the physical part, and… an idea hit her.

She drank down the rest of her pint and placed the glass on the table, welcoming the new buzz as her eyes glued to his face.

“What’s up?” he asked, peering closer. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Music played, people talked and laughed around them, glasses clinked and noise came from the telly, and the one wild thought in her mind had pushed out all others. Maybe it was that she was good and buzzed, and the liquid courage had her fired up. Maybe it was the overwhelming emotions she was wrestling with now as he confessed some of his long repressed feelings for her. Maybe it was as simple as she was a woman who’d been alone for too long, this gorgeous, sexy man had wanted her for years, and there was no man she trusted more.

Maybe it didn’t matter why, but she wanted him, too. Right then, right at that moment, and the sudden incredible need was all consuming.

“Aidan,” she said, her voice feeling thick in her throat. “Can we go somewhere else now?”

His brows quirked up. “Sure. You have somewhere specific in mind, or do ya just—”

“Take me to a hotel,” she said, her voice low. She met his surprised gaze with a steady one of her own. “There’s something I need you to do for me—with me, really—and we need to be alone.” She licked her suddenly dry lips. “Before I lose my nerve.”

His jaw dropped as his eyes widened. She’d rarely seen him look so shocked, and a giggle slipped out of her. He reached for his glass, downed the rest of his stout in one long gulp, then stood, holding out a hand to her. His cheeks showed spots of high color, but his brilliant blue eyes sparkled with anticipation. “Let’s go.”
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They walked a few blocks until Aidan led her into a small hotel, not too fancy but lovely and modest. Maura asked him to get them a room for the night, which made his eyes almost bulge out of his head.

“Be right back,” she said, still grinning madly at his astounded expression.

As he spoke to the employee behind the main desk, she headed to the small gift shop across the lobby. She hadn’t felt this empowered in a long time. Yes, she’d had a few drinks and that helped her throw some of her usual mental self-restraints to the wind, but… not being afraid of having something with Aidan was the way to go. She felt that deep in her bones, and she was… excited. Giddy with it, actually.

When she met Aidan in the center of the lobby five minutes later, his hands were stuffed in his pockets and his eyes were bright and filled with mirth. “What are you up to, Missy?”

“You’ll see soon enough.” She flashed a grin and kissed his cheek. “We have a room?”

“Yes indeed.”

“I texted my mum to tell her we might stay out all night. So…” She looked up at him and intertwined her fingers with his. “Shall we?”
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Aidan felt like his breath was stuck in his chest as they took the lift to the fourth floor, then walked down the hall to the room he’d gotten. He didn’t know exactly what Maura had in mind, but he had an idea of what it might be, and that thought had his blood rushing through his veins. He felt hyperaware of every sound, every touch.

He slipped the keycard into the slot, opened the door, and stood aside for her to enter the room. It was small, with just a king sized bed, one long wooden dresser, and a cozy looking chair in the corner by the only window, but it was clean and decorated in appealing earth tones.

He flipped the lights on, but she flipped them right off. His brow furrowed as he looked down at her in question. “Em?”

“I’m still shy…” She moved close, slipping her arms around his waist and holding him.

His arms immediately banded about her and he let his chin rest on top of her soft hair. He wondered if she could feel the way his heart was pounding.

They stood there holding each other in silence for what felt like much longer than a minute before she said quietly against his chest, “So… well…”

He realized that whatever she was about to say, it was easier for her to do so in the dark, without looking him in the eye yet. His hand swept up and down her back in slow, gentle sweeps as he waited for her to continue.

“I haven’t had sex in five years,” she finally blurted.

His eyes slipped closed as his heart clenched. “Sweetheart, it’s okay.”

“Just listen. I want—no, need you to do something for me.” She took a deep breath; her torso expanded from it in his embrace. “I need to, well… I need to get that awkward as hell first time over with, so I can just get back in the game, you know? And I’m asking you to do that for me. With me…” She finally pulled her head back to meet his gaze.

In the shadowy light, he could see the nervousness, the trepidation… but also a spark of something in her eyes he’d never seen before when she looked at him. Was that desire? Holy hell, it was.

“I want to be with you, Aidan. Now. Let’s just do this, and the times after that can be about beauty or whatever.” She cleared her throat. She was so hesitant but pushing through, and he loved her for it all the more. “I trust you more than anyone. So can you do that for me? I know it must sound mad, but—”

He lowered his mouth to hers, silencing her with a tender kiss as he cradled her head in his hands. He kissed her slowly, sweetly, letting her get used to the feel of him. There was no rush. They had all night, and a quiet, private place to themselves. No interruptions, no problems… heaven on earth.

“I’d be honored to make love to you,” he whispered reverently against her lips. She shivered and it made his heart skip a beat. “But I don’t have protection. I’ll just run out and—”

“Daft boy,” she whispered back wickedly. “Why do you think I went to the gift shop?” She gestured with a flick of her chin towards the paper bag she’d tossed onto the bed when they’d entered the room.

“Damn, you’re brilliant,” he said with a quick smile before he took her mouth in a deep, sumptuous kiss.

They stood there kissing for a few minutes, relaxing into it, learning each other’s rhythm, easing into the new dynamic between them. His mind was racing, every nerve ending lit and aware. For years, he’d wished she was his lover. Years. He couldn’t count all the ways he’d imagined her in his arms, in his bed… beneath him, or on top of him, or… this was a dream come true. One of the most precious dreams he’d ever harbored. And she’d asked him to take her, trusted him to handle her needs and wants, to be with her… desire flamed through him as she arched her body to press closer, tighter against him. The kisses grew hotter now, the sparks of passion lit and burning brighter. Never letting go of her or ceasing his kisses, he edged her carefully backwards towards the bed.

His eyes had adjusted to the dark room, and there was enough soft light streaming from outside through the window that he could see her as he eased her to lay on the mattress. She was lying in his arms, ready to become his lover… it was surreal. Her long hair spread out beneath her as her head hit the pillow, and he brushed it back from her face with tenderness.

“Don’t be nervous with me, okay?” he whispered. “No one loves you more than I do.”

Her eyes widened at his soft declaration. “I trust you completely, or I wouldn’t have agreed to any of what we’re doing. I thought you knew that.” She reached up to caress his cheek. “I’ve been scared of it… what we’re doing, building. What this could actually be. But you know what? I’m tired of being scared. You’re the best. I’m throwing it all in.”

“That’s my girl.” He smiled warmly and brushed his lips against hers. A shudder ran through her and he rubbed her arm. “Jump to me, Em. I’ll catch you. I swear.”

“I know you will,” she whispered breathlessly, and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Because you always have.” Their eyes locked. So much was said in that moment as they gazed into each other’s eyes… it overwhelmed him.

“I love you,” he whispered, then took her mouth with his so he wouldn’t have to bear the few awkward seconds of her not returning the sentiment. He kissed her deeply as his hands started to roam over body, at long last.

She was so soft, so perfect. Her skin was like velvet, her scent sweet and inviting. He took his time, both to savor the moments of finally being with her this way, and to let her get used to being with him. Best friends or not, this new dynamic was exciting and strange. He wanted her to absorb the feel of his hands on her body, aiming to build her desire until she’d stop thinking completely, let go and only feel. From the sounds of her sighs and soft moans as he explored her, she was definitely enjoying his touch. She wanted it as much as he did, and that thrilled him.

“Let me take the lead for now,” he murmured, nipping her ear as he did. “Let me bring you there the first time…” His tongue trailed along her neck and her breath hitched. “I’ll make you feel good… so good… all for you.”

“Okay.” She nodded willingly and blushed. “I’m sorry if I’m not, ehm… I think I’m a little rusty.”

The shyness in her voice made his heart squeeze. “You’re doing just fine, love. More than fine.” He kissed her lightly, then traced her features with his lips, with his fingers. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

“I do?”

“Yesssss.” He nudged his erection against her hip as obvious evidence, and she smiled with a mixture of delight and relief. “Right,” he said with a wink. “So just relax.”

“Thank you for… all of this,” she whispered. “You’re being so sweet with me. I knew you would be.”

He kissed her with all the love in his heart, hoping she felt even a tenth of it. “If I do anything you don’t like, tell me.”

“I doubt that’ll happen,” she said, grinning.

He grinned back, then lowered his mouth to hers.

He worked to hold himself back, setting a sensuous, lazy pace for both of them. They kissed for a long time, luxuriating in the feel of each other, letting their hands roam wherever they wanted to go. He caressed her over her blouse, the smoothness of the silk aiding his movements. His mouth left hers to trail down her neck, her throat, until he moved the material aside to kiss the patch of skin between her small, perfect breasts. He gently bit her nipple through her top and she gasped, arching her back to give him more. Her fingers plowed through his hair as his hands slipped beneath her top to feel her soft skin, running up her sides to caress and fondle her. After a few seconds, impatient for more, she sat up, whipped off her top, and tossed it across the room.

Then she reached to his chest, unbuttoning his shirt eagerly with trembling fingers. He watched her, his breath stuck in his lungs. She spread his shirt open and ran her hands tentatively over his smooth chest.

“Good lord, you’re a handsome man,” she said on a breath.

“Glad to hear ya think so.”

“I always have! But seeing you like this… it’s different.”

“It is that.” He pulled off his shirt and threw it to the floor.

Her hands travelled over his shoulders, his arms, his chest… again he eased her onto her back, once more exploring her body with his mouth and hands.

“Didja wear this special for me?” he inquired as he reached around to unhook her lacy black bra.

“Maybe,” she teased.

“You’re wicked.” He removed the bra deftly, tossing it over his shoulder with a wolfish grin. “The bra is gorgeous, but you’re more so.”

She started to reply, but when his mouth closed over her nipple, all that came from her lips was a soft moan. Her fingers clenched in his hair as he lavished attention on one breast, than the other. Her hips rose and ground against his with restless need.

“Aidan,” she whispered, “we’re going to be married. So we’ll have all the time in the world for making love, aye?”

He moaned against her skin. “You’re killin’ me. But yes. Why?”

“Don’t go slowly with me now,” she whispered. “Just…” She shrugged, almost shy again. “I need you. So just…”

“Shhhhh.” Understanding, he moved up to cradle her face and kiss her deeply. Her arms entwined around his neck, holding him close.

“Keep holding onto me,” he ground out in a raspy whisper against her ear. “This one’s all yours.”

As he licked and nibbled on her skin, his hands made quick work of her jeans, shimmying them down her legs. She raised her hips to help him, then kicked them off.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered as his hands trailed up her legs, her thighs. “But I think I need you naked now.” He dragged her lacy panties down her legs and she kicked those off, too.

There wasn’t much light in the room, just what streamed in from behind the gauzy curtains. But, good God, he had to look at her, naked in his arms for the first time. His hungry gaze took her in, sweeping over the length of her body.

“Nothing but freckles,” she quipped, her light joke not belying her nervousness.

“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known,” he murmured in husky reverence. “I’ve dreamed of seeing you like this so many times…” His fingers started at her collarbone, drifting down the middle of her torso, heading lower.

Her hands tightened around his neck and her eyes fastened to his before he kissed her, ravishing her mouth, the heat between them rising. He brushed her mound with a feather’s touch and she moaned into his mouth. Still kissing her, he slipped a finger between her folds to find her already warm and wet for him. Her back arched and she cried out.

“That’s it,” he whispered, kissing her neck, nibbling the soft skin by her ear. “Let yourself go, love.” He added a second finger and began to work her slowly. “You need this so bad…”

“I do,” she whispered back, her hips rolling. “Oh, God, Aidan, that feels so good.”

He kissed her again, sealing his mouth to hers as his fingers began moving faster inside her. She was so responsive; her shyness fell away as she got lost in her passion. Watching her face and hearing her sighs and moans made his blood rush through his veins. He was so turned on, all he wanted was to strip off his jeans, climb on top of her, and plunge deep inside her liquid heat.

But, no, she needed this. She needed to get the first orgasm out of the way; she’d all but begged him for that. And, by God, he’d deliver it to her.

“Watching you like this is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life,” he whispered in her ear as his fingers continued to move. Softly whimpering, her arms stayed locked around his neck as she buried her face in the crook of it. She kissed his skin, her hot breath against him, panting now. He picked up the pace, moving faster inside her, deeper… she was so wet, it amazed him.

“I’m too close.” She gasped against his neck.

“Good. Go with it, love.” He hovered over her, watching intently, mesmerized.

Her eyes were closed, lips parted, as her hips moved with the erotic rhythm he’d set.

“Feel it building… that’s it… you gorgeous woman, I love watching you like this.”

“Oh, my God.” She gasped out.

Her fingers clutched at him. He moved his thumb up to rub her clit as his fingers worked fast and deep inside her, and she cried out, her breath caught on a low, rough moan.

“Let go,” he said in her ear, biting it, bringing another moan from her. “Come on, love.” He pressed harder, moved even faster, and watched her face. “Let go for me,” he commanded seductively. “Now.”

She let out a lusty shout as the orgasm rocked her body. He didn’t cease, working her hard as she moaned and gasped, his other arm holding her tight as her body stiffened and shuddered beneath him. He kissed her over and over as his fingers slowed, as her hips stopped rolling, as she floated back to earth.

Her eyes snapped open and held his. She looked at him as if she was seeing him with new eyes, with wonder and astonishment… and, yes, open satisfaction. “Oh, my God,” she whispered roughly. “That was…”

“Amazing.” He finished for her, smiling as he kissed her lips. “Damn, you’re so hot when you get carried away.”

“I get loud,” she said with an embarrassed laugh. “Oh, God.”

“It was bloody hot,” he asserted. He took her hand and moved it down to brush the front of his jeans. He was so hard it was almost painful. “See what you do to me?”

“Then we should do something about that,” she murmured, slowly rubbing the hard length of his erection.

Within sixty seconds, he had his pants off and a condom on. He’d never wanted anything so much in his life as he wanted to be inside her right then. At that moment, he was so fired up with want and need, he would have signed his soul over to the devil if he’d demanded it. But when he positioned himself over her, he paused. Good God, he’d dreamed of this for so long. He looked into her eyes.

She smiled, leaned up to press her lips to his, and said, “Make love to me, Aidan. I’m yours.”

He’d never heard such beautiful words in his entire life. Looking deep into her eyes, he shifted his hips and eased into her, going deep. A long, low groan shuddered out of him as he savored the feeling of finally being inside her, this woman he loved so much. Finally, they were one. It was overwhelming.

“Stop thinking,” she whispered, lifting her legs, digging her heels into his lower back. “Start feeling. Time for you to let go.”

“Jesus Christ.” He breathed urgently. “You’re killin’ me.”

She rolled her hips, taking him deeper inside. “This time,” she said, “I get to watch you.”

The feel of her was incredible, too much. His head dropped to her shoulder as he moaned. “I won’t last long this first time,” he admitted. “But I swear I’ll spend the rest of our lives making that up to you.”

“Shut up and take me,” she said playfully.

“God, I love you,” he said.

He had to move, he couldn’t hold back another second. He thrust into her, hard and deep, again, and again, and again. Her hips rose to meet his, matching his rhythm. The sensations quickly overtook him, all consuming, and he groaned his release into her neck as his body shuddered, bucked, and emptied.

They held each other close and kissed for a long time, until the urgent passion cooled to a tender sweetness, and he kissed her still. Finally, he lifted his head to gaze down at her, and she smiled.

“Well,” she said, “glad I got that done. Now maybe I’ll be less nervous, ya know?”

“Glad I could help.” He chuckled. I love you. I won’t keep telling you every bloody minute, but oh, my God, I love you so much. “For someone who claimed to be rusty, you surprised me. You’re a damned vixen.”

“Oh, I am not!” Her hands drifted through his hair, over his shoulders, down his back. “I was so nervous at first. You were so good to me. Thank you for that.”

“My infinite pleasure.” He kissed her lips with great affection. “And thank you. For suggesting we come up here. I mean… whoa.”

“Really?” she asked. “I did all right?”

“You’re a goddess,” he said. “How’d I do?”

She touched his cheek and murmured with overwhelming sweetness, “You were perfect. In every way.” She swallowed and drew a breath as she added, “Lucky me.”


Chapter Thirteen
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The next week went by in a flurry for Maura. It was her same routine as usual—work, Chloe, etc. But everything felt like it’d been infused with energy and brightness. Becoming a true couple with Aidan had added that to her life. It both took her by surprise and felt completely natural. She hadn’t felt this alive in years, and she was heady with it.

They talked or texted every day, as they always had. He came by to see her and Chloe on Monday night and on Thursday night, hanging out to have dinner, play games, and watch a movie, as they always had. But the way they ended their nights were very different—locked in her bedroom, indulging in passionate sex as quietly as possible with her daughter asleep down the hall and her mum downstairs.

They couldn’t get enough of each other. It was as if a floodgate had been unlocked and thrown wide open, and they’d been washed away with the rushing tide. Maura relished it. Aidan was an incredible lover, attentive and giving. He was in turns slow and leisurely, to teasing and playful, to hungry and red hot in a blink, and she loved every aspect of this new side of him he shared with her. His talented mouth and fingers drove to her heights she’d never reached in her life. The way his sinuous body fit with hers… it was, like he’d said, they were made for each other. She didn’t mind all the dating he’d done if he’d honed his skills this well, and would be using them only on her for the rest of their lives.

But it wasn’t just the physical thrill; they truly were deepening their already strong bond by experiencing one another this way. When Aidan touched her, Maura felt not only his desire for her, but his affection and how he cherished her. The lovemaking had opened a part of her heart she’d forgotten existed; it’d been sealed shut so tightly. When they touched each other, explored each other, it was so much more than a physical connection, and she knew they both felt that.

When he went to leave her house late Thursday night, they stood at her door wrapped in each other’s arms, kissing tenderly. After a racy tumble in her room, her hair was a tangled mess and she wore only her pale pink robe. She knew she must look a fright, but he murmured against her mouth, “I hate to leave you when you look this beautiful.”

She snorted out a laugh. “With this bedhead? You’re just sayin’ that because of what we just did.”

He grinned back but shook his head. “No. I mean it. I wish we could fall asleep together, and I could hold you close all night, then wake you in the mornin’ by making love to you all over again.”

“We will,” she whispered, utterly enchanted. “When we’re married, you’ll be stuck with me the rest of your life, remember?”

“Can’t wait,” he said with a soft smile. He kissed her once more, then pulled back. “Can I take you and Chloe out on Saturday afternoon? I was thinkin’ the park.”

Her brows furrowed. “But we’re spending all Sunday with ya, at the pub for the big announcement party.”

“So what, I can’t spend some time alone first with my two best girls?”

“I’m just surprised. Aye, of course you can. Chloe would love that.” She kissed his lips lightly, a feather’s touch. “And so would I.”

Saturday afternoon was a beautiful early June day, the kind they didn’t often get—warm with blazing sunshine. Aidan took Maura and Chloe to Ramsey Park, the bigger one a few towns over, spread out on a few acres of open land. He pushed Chloe on the swings and climbed with her on the metal bar structures as if he were a kid himself. Maura had packed a huge picnic lunch for the three of them. They enjoyed sandwiches, cut up fruit and vegetables, and cookies while sitting on a blanket in the middle of the spread of emerald grass. When they were done eating, Maura reapplied sunscreen to her pale daughter and gifted her with a tiny surprise, a pink plastic jug of bubbles. Chloe squealed in delight and began to skip along the grass, singing to herself as she blew bubbles. Smiling as they watched her, both Maura and Aidan took pictures with their phones.

Suddenly overwhelmed with a rush of pure joy, Maura turned to look at him. He sat beside her on the blanket, leaning back on his elbows, looking sexy as hell. His sunglasses and dark gold scruff that covered his strong jaw gave an air of devastating sex appeal as the sun shone down on him, bringing out glints of gold in his dark blond hair. Stretched out comfortably, his lean torso and long legs seemed to call to her. As he watched her daughter amuse herself and giggle, the besotted smile on his face made her heart give a warm squeeze.

She leaned down, dropped a kiss on his cheek, and said, “Oh, God, Aidan… I’m so happy. I don’t remember the last time I felt like this. This is a perfect day.”

His smile was as bright as the sunshine. “I’m so glad. But… almost perfect. There’s one more thing.” He sat up, reaching over to his hoodie that he’d carefully folded and placed at the edge of the blanket. When he’d folded it instead of dropping it in a heap, she’d had a split second thought of “why’s he doing that?” Now she knew, as he reached into the deep pocket and pulled out a small, black velvet box.

Her breath caught as she watched him take off his sunglasses, turn back to her, and gaze into her eyes with such obvious adoration it overwhelmed her. “I wanted you to have this before the party tomorrow.” Leaning in close, he opened the box, revealing the sparkling diamond ring they’d chosen together. Even though she’d helped pick it out, looking at it now caused her heart to skip a beat, then take off racing.

“Maura Grace Callahan,” he said, low and sweet, “will you marry me?”

“I already said I would,” she whispered huskily, her voice feeling stuck in her now thick throat.

“I know. I wanted to ask you properly. With a ring.” The earnest look on his face almost made her sway. “I know this started as a specific means to an end, but… I do love you. I promise I’ll be good to you, and to Chloe. You’ll both be my family, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure you both always feel safe, happy, and loved.”

“Oh, Aidan.” Tears stung her eyes. She wanted to blame that on the soft breeze blowing, but she knew better. “We’re so lucky to have you in our lives. We love you, too. I hope you know that.”

He arched a brow playfully. “So it’s yes, then?”

“You know it is.” She couldn’t help but laugh, then sniffled back her threatening tears and drew a deep breath to steady herself. “Yes, I’ll marry you.” She loved him, of course she did.

But she wasn’t sure if she was truly in love with him yet, and she wouldn’t say the words until she knew she meant them one hundred percent. She wouldn’t lie to him, or say it to appease him, and she knew he wouldn’t want her to.

So she said, “And I’ll try to be as good to you as you’re promising to be to us. We’ve always been a great team. I know we’ll be good together. We already have been for years. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had, and I cherish you more than I can say.”

With a joyous smile, he slipped the ring onto her finger. Sunlight caught in the facets and glimmered on it, making it sparkle even more. “Hey, look at that. Fits perfectly.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it, then leaned in to kiss her mouth. Her arms slid around his neck, holding him to her to make the kisses linger.
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The party at McCleary’s Pub was raucous, a loud and festive gathering. Between the many members of the McKinnon family, the few members of the Callahan family, and a handful of mutual friends, there were over fifty people to celebrate the news of Maura and Aidan’s engagement.

Maura couldn’t believe how one after the next, the members of Aidan’s family went to her, hugged her, and told her how they’d always hoped he’d wake up and see how perfect she was for him. The fact that none of them had known he’d secretly been in love with her all along astonished and amused her. The only one who’d seemed to know was his mother.

Mary McKinnon hugged her tightly, then pulled back to look at her, her hands gripping Maura’s shoulders as she said, “I wondered if he’d ever grow a pair and tell ya how he felt. About bloody time.”

Music played, voices were loud and lively, food and drinks were plentiful, and Aidan and Maura basked in the glow of the love of their families and friends. When asked about the wedding, they shared that they’d be married on the thirtieth of September.

“That doesn’t give us much time!” his sister Tara cried.

“So much planning to do!” her sister Lisa agreed. “Why so fast?”

“Why not?” Aidan asserted. “We know what we want, so why wait?”

Everyone glanced furtively at Maura’s midriff, causing both her and Aidan to burst out laughing.

“I’m not pregnant,” she announced. “You’ll all see that soon enough.”

He slid an arm around her waist and pulled her in, kissing her for all to see. “I wouldn’t mind if she was,” he said, shocking her. “But she’s not. We just don’t want a long engagement. We know this is right, and we’re going with it. A small, simple wedding will suit us just fine.”

Peggy Callahan pressed her lips together to hide her smile. She was the only one who knew the truth of why they were marrying, and so quickly. Keeping the secret was fine with her. Maura blew a kiss to her mum, whose smile burst through.

Aidan’s brother, Gavin, approached them and hugged one, then the other. His fiancée, Toni, was at his side. “We’re so thrilled for you both,” he said. “What a surprise! I mean, Maura, when you brought Chloe in for a checkup a few weeks ago, I had no idea you two were…”

“Because we weren’t,” Maura said plainly. “It just… happened. A whirlwind romance that took a decade.”

They all laughed at that. Aidan winked at her.

Gavin slipped his arm around Toni’s shoulders. “When I met Toni, we fell hard and fast. You know that. So we’re the last two people who’ll harp on ya for a quick engagement and wedding.”

The pretty American brunette laughed as she added, “I knew him for a month and followed him to another country where I knew no one. You’ve known each other for ten years and are already like family to each other. Plenty of people might say that we’re the crazy ones to be getting married, not you!”

Gavin chuckled and leaned down to drop a kiss on Toni’s temple.

“You two have been planning your wedding for months,” Maura said. “We really didn’t want to step on your toes, ya know? But we couldn’t not tell everyone…”

“Oh, my God, stop that!” Toni cried, grasping Maura’s hand. “This is all happy news. Happiness for everyone is all that matters.”

“And we’re all going to be happy,” Aidan said with unshakeable confidence. “More than just ‘fine’. Happy.” His eyes went to a flurry of pink—Chloe, in one of her princess dresses, running around with some of his younger nieces and nephews. He called to her and she came. Then he crouched down and held his arms open to her, who ran into them. He lifted her and held her tight as he announced proudly to the room, “One more piece of news, everyone. My beautiful, precious goddaughter is going to become my daughter. I’m legally adopting her after Em and I are married. Doesn’t get much better than that.”

Chloe shyly dropped her head onto his shoulder and snuggled into his chest.

The room broke into applause and cheers. Maura felt tears of joy sting her eyes.

“Another McKinnon, then!” His father, Seamus, proclaimed with pride. “To the happy couple, and my new granddaughter-to-be!”

Everyone cheered again and raised their glasses. Maura’s heart swelled about ten sizes in her chest. The McKinnons had been so welcoming, so accepting of her and her daughter. They all were happy, her family was happy, and Aidan was glowing from it. Everything was going even better than she’d dared to hope.

Maura sipped her drink and leaned in to kiss Chloe on the cheek, then Aidan.

Her close friend, Kathleen, came up and grabbed her elbow. “I hate to do this,” she whispered in her ear, “but I need you to look… wait, don’t seem obvious. But across the room, in the corner, by the door. Is that who I think it is?” Her tone conveyed disbelief and a touch of indignant anger.

Maura glanced over carefully… and her heart stopped for a beat. Niall was there, in the far corner, watching everything. His eyes locked with hers. Her breath stuck in her lungs and a chill skittered over her skin. Leering, he raised his glass in a toast and took a sip, never breaking eye contact.

“Oh, my God.” Kathleen breathed deeply. “It is him, isn’t it!”

Before Maura could say a word, or tug on Aidan’s sleeve, Niall put his glass down, tossed her a wink, and left the pub. The roar of her rushing blood filled her ears.

“Why is he here?” Kathleen hissed. “Did you know he was back? That bloody bastard. Have you talked to him?”

Maura just nodded numbly, unable to get words out. He was still following her and Chloe. His very presence was beginning to feel like a menace. What was he up to?

Aidan set Chloe down on the ground with a smile. In all the hubbub, he hadn’t seen any of what had passed. He turned to them, beaming at both Kathleen and Maura, but the smile fell off his face, replaced by a concerned frown. “Em? What the—you’re pale as a ghost.” His hands lifted to cradle her face as he studied her. “What is it? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She lied. “Think I just need some water. Cold, ice water. All these people… it’s getting warm in here.”

His eyes narrowed, scouring her features closer. Dammit, he knew her too well. But he said, “Stay here, I’ll get ya some.” He moved away to go to the bar.

“Why didn’t you tell him that bastard was here?” Kathleen demanded in a hot whisper. “He needs to know! He’ll beat that skeevy loser to a pulp!”

“That’s one of the things I’m afraid of.” Maura looked at her longtime friend, fighting to keep her cool. “Please, Kath. Don’t tell Aidan you saw Niall here. Don’t tell anyone. I’ll handle it. And, yes, I’ll tell you everything, but trust me, I have to… I’ve got to handle Niall on my own. This is mine to deal with.”


Chapter Fourteen
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The weeks of summer passed slowly to Aidan. He wanted to just get to Gavin and Toni’s wedding, and then the trip to New York, and then have his own wedding. He couldn’t believe how much he wanted to be married, to indulge in that lifestyle… but with Maura as his partner, how could it be anything but good?

Since they’d announced their engagement, a few people had needled him about it. About giving up his freedom, tying himself to only one woman for the rest of his life, leaving behind a fast-paced social life as an independent, single man for one of tedious routine and boredom as a husband and dad in the suburbs—all the usual shite. He’d waved them off without a second thought. He’d had all that, the single life in the city thing, and he was over it. With Maura, the love of his life, he could have a solid partner and lover to count on, a family of his own with her and Chloe, and hopefully, another child or two down the road… something to be part of that was greater and more meaningful than just himself.

Maura was the only person he’d ever wanted those things with. She was the only woman he’d ever envisioned himself building that kind of life with. He’d been with other women, he’d tried, he’d given them a chance… but as it turned out, he was a one-woman man. He’d only loved Maura Callahan, and he knew he always would. And now she was his? And starting to show signs that her platonic love for him was actually morphing into something more romantic, something like what he felt for her? It was all a dream come true.

By the first week of August, they’d slipped into a comfortable, lovely routine. Aidan went to Maura’s house after work twice during the week to spend time with her and Chloe, and on Saturday evenings, her mum would watch Chloe and he’d pick Maura up to take her out in Dublin. They went to the cinema, to pubs, for walks around the city, anything and everything. But for him, the best part of their regular Saturday night date was that Peggy gladly agreed to let them have some alone time, and Maura would stay overnight at his flat. They’d make love all night, and enjoy a lazy Sunday morning, with Maura not going back home until noon.

They explored a few neighborhoods in Dublin to see what they were like; Maura had been doing her research about possible places for the three of them to live, but didn’t seem to be in a rush despite the fact that school for Chloe would be starting in a few weeks. He didn’t want to push. It was her decision; he’d left it up to her to decide what was best for Chloe and he’d agree to it. But he couldn’t ignore the little nagging warning siren in his head. Whenever he brought up moving, she seemed hesitant, like she was putting him off.

But they were happy together. What had started as a specifically crafted plan was slowly blooming into the romantic relationship he’d always dreamed they could have. They were easing into life as a real couple, and it felt stronger and more real every day. At least, to Aidan. He thought Maura had finally adjusted to their being a true couple and was happy, too. So why was she dragging her feet on the living situation? It bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

Two weeks before Gavin and Toni’s wedding, after a sublimely passionate round of Saturday night lovemaking, they lay sweaty and sated in each other’s arms, tangled in his pale blue sheets. She lay on her belly and he on his side, lazily tracing up and down her spine with his fingertips.

“I have to tell you…” she murmured, eyes at half-mast as she gazed at him, “I’m getting used to this. To you. And it’s amazing.”

“You’re happy, then?” He smiled at her.

“Aye. I am. It still scares me a bit sometimes, but I am happy.”

His fingers skimmed over her, her velvety skin a work of art to him. “Sometimes, I want to touch every single freckle on your body.”

She laughed wryly and quipped, “You’ll be at it all night, then.”

“I’ve no problem with that.” He kissed her shoulder, then ventured, “What are you still scared of? I thought you’d gotten past that. Talk to me.”

She shrugged and her eyes slipped closed, but he felt her muscles go slightly rigid beneath his hand. “I dunno. Basic wedding jitters, I suppose.”

“Nah, that can’t be. We’ve been at this for almost two months now. The plan’s solid, and so are we, really.” He paused. “Tell me, Em. Maybe I can help.” His fingers lifted to touch her cheek, and her eyes opened to meet his. “Can’t help ya if I don’t know what’s botherin’ ya.”

“I’ve just never been great with change, that’s all,” she said in a small voice.

He nodded slowly, taking that in. It was true, he knew that about her. But he couldn’t help feeling there was more, and told her so.

“I’m fine, Aidan,” she said, a note of annoyance in her tone. “It’s all fine.”

“Okay.” He tried another way in. “While we’re talkin’ about change, I’ve been thinking… doesn’t Chloe start school next week?”

“Aye, she does. Why?”

“Well… we’re getting married in six weeks. The wedding seemed easier to plan than this moving thing.” He kept stroking her back in long, slow sweeps. “We need to decide where we’re going to live, Em. I’ve left the choice up to you, but you’re not givin’ me any hints. Where are we going to live? Once we’re married, I don’t want to live separately from you and Chloe. We should be together.”

She sighed and said, “I know. You’re right. I just…” She rolled away to sit up, wrapping the sheet around her chest and tucking it beneath her arms. “Part of me wants to play it safe and ask you to come to the suburbs, and we keep Chloe in our town. More of me wants to start fresh and move to Dublin. I’ve found some good neighborhoods, with good schools, but…” She shrugged again and looked down at her hands, which were now twisting in her lap.

“Just say it, Em.”

“Say what?”

“Whatever you’re holding back. I can feel it, like a weight on ya.” He leaned up on one elbow and rubbed her covered knee. “Say it,” he coaxed gently.

She snorted out a laugh and said, “Damn you for knowing me so well. Too well.”

“Thank God I do,” he grinned.

She drew a deep breath and met his eyes. “Either way, it’s going to cost money I don’t really have. I mean, I’ve a small savings, but—”

“We’re in this together.” He reminded her. “If we rent a flat, buy a flat, or buy a house, we do it together. Married and all, remember?”

“You’d be contributing more than me to start off with,” she said, her voice quiet. “And it doesn’t feel fair. Or right.”

“Oh, stop that!” He sat up to face her. “I’ve always made more money than you. So what. If we’re married, what’s mine is yours, love. C’mon now.”

“I’m used to fending for myself,” she said. “Even with my mum taking in Chloe and me, I carry my share. So I hate asking…”

“You’re not asking. I’m giving.”

“You’ve given me—us—so much already.”

“That’s right. Given. Freely.” He tipped up her chin to make her meet his eyes. “We’re a team. If it were the other way around, you’d do it. Why can’t I?”

She nodded, but her fingers twisted in the edge of the sheet. “So… what do you want to do? Where do you want to live? I feel like it can’t all be up to me, you have to have a say. Married and all, remember?”

He quirked a grin at her echoing his own words, but gazed at her as realization sank in. “I thought I was doing right by you to let you make that decision, since whatever we do is ultimately for Chloe’s best interests. But if the weight of making that decision on your own is givin’ ya grief, I’m sorry for that.”

She opened her mouth as if in rebuttal, but stopped and clamped her lips shut.

“That’s a big part of it, isn’t it,” he murmured.

She nodded and admitted, “I hadn’t realized it that fully ’til you just laid it out so plain. Aye… I need your input. This is too important; it should be our decision. Together.”

He leaned in and kissed her lips with tenderness. “Okay. So we will.”

On the night stand, her phone buzzed with a text. She always had it near her in case it was a call or text about Chloe.

But Aidan frowned as his eyes flicked to the small digital clock beside her phone. The glowing blue numbers showed it was half past midnight. “Who’d be messaging you at this time of night?”

“Better check,” Maura said. She reached to the night stand, looked at the phone… her eyes widened a bit. She blinked, but she put it back down and turned back to him. “It’s nothing.”

“Really?” He hadn’t missed the spark of something in her eyes… shock? Unease? His brow lifted. “Who was it?”

“Ehm, Kathleen. Drunk texting. I’ll answer her tomorrow.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes, staring down at his hands as she squeezed them with her own. “So, what were we talking about?”

“Maura,” he said softly. “Who texted you?”

Her eyes snapped up to his. “What? I told you.”

He swallowed hard. He hated how he was about to sound, but his gut was blazing with something he didn’t like. “Your face changed when ya looked at the screen. Not in a good way. Was that really Kathleen?”

Maura paled and pulled back from him. “Are you accusing me of lying?”

“No, but I—”

“Sounds like it.”

“No.”

“Are you trying to breach my privacy, then?”

“No! I just…” Aidan swore under his breath. “My gut’s telling me that wasn’t Kathleen from the look on your face, that’s all.”

She moved to get out of bed and he grasped her wrist.

“Let go.” She spat, spots of high color blooming on her cheeks. “Never took ya for a control freak, Aidan. I don’t like it.”

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “It’s not my business, I won’t do that again.”

“I’m allowed to have privacy.”

“Never said you weren’t. And I never would.”

She frowned at him. “So why do I feel all of a sudden like you’re asserting yourself over me? Or ya don’t totally trust me?”

“I trust ya with my life,” he said, his tone harder. “I just had a weird gut feeling and went stupid, that’s all. I won’t do it again.”

“I don’t ask who texts you.” She pointed out. “How do I know you’re not still getting and answering texts from some of the women you’ve dated? I don’t, do I? You could be, I don’t know. And I don’t say anything, because I trust you.”

He blinked, her words surprising him. She’d never even hinted at being jealous of all the women he’d dated… maybe he was acting a bit jealous now. “I’m sorry, Em,” he said again. “I really am. You just looked… scared.”

She stopped cold. “I did?”

“Aye.” He tried to grin, but it felt brittle on his features. “I know you too well, remember?”

She nodded and said, “I’m fine, Aidan.”

He took a long, deep breath. His gut rarely steered him wrong, but he had to drop this and he knew it. “Okay.”

“Ya know, Aidan… I agreed to marry you. And we’re going to share our lives. But maybe…” She gazed at him now, as if answers were unfolding on his face. “You’ve been in love with me for a long time. You’ve finally got what you wanted. Maybe you’re the one who’s a little scared. That it’s going to actually happen, and you want it so much. So you’re starting to hold on a bit too tight. Am I making sense?”

His brows furrowed as he stared back at her. “I think you might be overthinking this. I overreacted because I thought I saw something on your face that I didn’t like and it concerned me. That’s all. All right?” He lay back down, pulling her down to lie with him. “Let’s talk about which neighborhood in Dublin we’ll move to. Tell me which ones you’re thinking about. We can rent a flat for a year, see how we like it, how Chloe likes it, before buying anything. Sound reasonable?”

She nodded against his chest but didn’t say anything.

His stomach churned. “I’m not a control freak.” He assured her gently.

“You’re not going to change on me now, are ya?” she asked. The note of uncertainty in her voice lanced him. “Once I’m your wife, you won’t start demanding to know where I’m goin’ all the time, who I’m talking to, all of that?”

“What?” He sputtered. “Where is this coming from? Because I pressed you to tell me who texted you after midnight on a Saturday?” He stopped as it hit him, a punch to the gut. “Maura. I’m not Niall.”

“I know that,” she said, but shivered.

“Ah hell. Hey…” He ran his hand over her hair. “I’m not going to morph into some demanding, awful goon. I’m not possessive, I’m not controlling. I thought you knew me so well, enough to know that.” He sighed and added, “It’s… a little insulting, really.”

“I know. You’re right.” She stiffened in his arms. “It’s on me, not you. I’m sorry.”

They held each other in tense silence for a minute before she said, “Toilet break. Be right back.” She slipped out of his embrace and left the bed.

He sighed and pillowed his arms beneath his head. That she would think he’d act like Niall made him too sad to be angry. Damn, what that bastard had done to her that it still echoed years later.

But that wasn’t all that ate at him. Was she right, was he being an arse? Was it insecurity talking, which he hadn’t even been aware existed when it came to her? Was he starting to hold on a little too tight? It was possible she’d touched on something there. He had to give that some worth. Or… even worse… was his gut not wrong? Was she hiding something from him? If she had nothing to hide, why hadn’t she just shown him the phone, and the text?

I’m not going to be that guy. He hissed at himself. Stop this madness, before it turns into something you can’t take back. He yawned and let his eyes slide shut.
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In the restroom, Maura relieved herself, washed her hands, then stared at herself in the mirror. Damn you for being a liar, Maura Callahan.

The text had been from Niall. Three or four times a week, since the day he’d shown up at Chloe’s day care center, he’d done this. He liked to text her late at night, so she’d wake up to it and it’d darken her morning from the start. Since she usually went to bed around eleven, he hadn’t known she’d actually be awake to see his latest incoming text. Though she’d only glanced at them quickly, the words were seared in her brain. “I know you’re with him. You always spread your legs for him on Saturday nights, then stay ’til Sunday afternoon. Maybe I’ll go over to your house in the morning and pay my daughter a visit, since you won’t be there to interfere.”

He’d been harassing her all summer. She hadn’t told Aidan, wanting to handle Niall herself. She didn’t want Aidan worried about her and Chloe more than he already was with her ex hanging around, so she’d underplayed the amount of contact Niall had with her. She’d wanted to take care of this problem on her own; she always had taken care of her own problems before, and didn’t want to forfeit her independence on that. But her action… had been more of a non-action, hadn’t it? Because it still went on.

Tell him, you eejit. She seethed at herself. Tell Aidan that Niall’s still hovering. You’re going to be married. You’re supposed to have each other’s back. Let him do that for you. You’d be furious if it was the other way around, and he didn’t tell you something like this.

For over two months, Maura had brushed off Niall and his texts. Some were friendly, which she knew was a pathetic ruse. Some were nasty. Some were threatening, like tonight’s text. But he hadn’t done anything he’d threatened, like try to see Chloe when Maura wasn’t around, so she’d dismissed him for a mouthy coward and had been determined not to let him upset her, which was obviously his goal. She’d kept him away from Chloe, and that was what mattered most. If he was buzzing around like a gnat and bothering her, it was a small price to pay. Surely he’d get bored eventually and stop. That was what she kept telling herself.

Tonight’s text was different, though. The threat was different; rawer, more of a jab, and with a flat out threat he’d do something he knew he shouldn’t, like go see Chloe when Maura was far from home. Maybe he was drunk, out on a Saturday night, and it was more shite talk… but she couldn’t shake the fear. If Aidan had seen fear on her face, he wasn’t imagining it.

She went back out to Aidan’s bedroom. He looked like he’d fallen asleep waiting for her, his arms behind his head. His eyes were closed, his breathing deep and slow. She stood beside the bed for a moment, gazing down at her gorgeous fiancé. The sheet was only covering his bottom half; his broad chest, lean midriff, and strong arms, smooth and muscled, called to her to lay her head on his sexy body and forget her anxieties. But she took her phone and went out to the small living room. Naked, she didn’t want to sit on his furniture, so she stood in the dark corner, away from the windows, to text her mother. She just wanted to be sure Chloe would be watched and safe in the morning.

When she slipped back into bed, the feel of Aidan’s warm body against hers was assuring and comforting. She wrapped herself around him and dropped a kiss on his chest, then willed herself to relax. Even in sleep, his arms banded around her and held her close. Things are good with Aidan. She reminded herself. Niall’s just a bully looking for a reaction. You’ve put him off all summer… you’ll keep him away from Chloe and from Aidan, and you’ll get married and he’ll adopt her and the law will protect her and everything will be all right… But despite how tired she was, it took her a while to fall asleep. Worry made her stomach twist and churn. Even with the solid feel of her best friend beside her, she couldn’t shake the anxiety over what Niall might or might not do, as well as knowing she was keeping something important from the man she’d promised to trust with everything in her world.


Chapter Fifteen
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On the last Sunday in August, Maura sat with Chloe in a grand, old stone church in the heart of Dublin, happily watching as Gavin and Toni became Doctor and Mrs. McKinnon. Over two hundred people filled the wooden pews, and Maura guessed that eighty percent of them were Gavin and Aidan’s tremendous family. Both Gavin and Toni were Catholic, and their traditional ceremony was quiet and meaningful.

And, for a four-year-old girl, a bit long. “I’m getting hungry, Mummy,” Chloe whispered halfway through.

“Me too,” Maura whispered back. “Try to be patient, it’ll be done soon.” Then, as a distraction tactic, she added, “Doesn’t Toni look absolutely beautiful?”

“Oh, yes.” Chloe nodded hard, smiling with awe. “She looks like a princess!”

Maura smiled in return. She had to agree. Toni was an attractive woman, to be sure, but she was radiant today. Her bronzed-from-the-summer skin was in contrast with the white wedding dress, strapless with an A-line cut, simple and elegant. But there must have been sequins or beading that were hard to see; whenever Toni moved, the full skirt seemed to shimmer and catch light. She looked up adoringly at Gavin as they exchanged vows, and he gazed down at her with such love it was a palpable thing. It made Maura want to give a dreamy sigh.

She looked over to her fiancée. Aidan stood behind Gavin with his oldest brother, Colin, and two other men she knew were Gavin’s friends. They were a handsome bunch of groomsmen in their light gray suits and ties, but Aidan was the most handsome by a landslide. His eyes canvassed the wedding-goers, looking for her. When he saw she was already gazing at him, his lips curved up and he winked.

He was hers. They were a true couple now; she felt it in her bones. And it no longer scared her, but thrilled her. She’d never been so happy in a relationship before. Closing her eyes, she sent up a quick prayer of thanks for Aidan and all the light he’d brought into her life. She also prayed that their marriage would be a good one, and that they’d be able to keep Chloe not only safe, but happy.

After the ceremony was finished, the wedding party went outside to gather in front of the church to form a receiving line. Maura noticed how Toni’s maid of honor, Anna McKinnon, doted on the bride and watched over her like a hawk. Gavin and Aidan’s fiery sister was apparently as fiercely loyal as the rest of the McKinnons. She’d dyed the ends of her dark blonde hair pale blue to match her gown and those of the other three bridesmaids, and Chloe was entranced by that. Anna had flown in from New York for this and only gotten to Ireland two days before; and this was the first time they’d been able to see her. She was staying with her parents for the week.

Maura grasped Chloe’s hand tightly as they made their way along the reception line, smiling and congratulating everyone. When they reached Anna and Maura introduced herself, Anna cried out and grabbed her in a tight hug. “I’ve been dyin’ to see you!” She stood back, hands on Maura’s shoulders as she beamed at her. “I only met ya once or twice, it was years back, do you remember?”

“I do.” Maura smiled.

“I liked you straight away,” Anna said. “And now you’re marrying my little brother, God bless ya. I’m so happy to see you again!” She hugged Maura a second time, making Maura laugh in surprise from her exuberance. Then Anna peered down at Chloe. “And this must be the famous Princess Chloe I’ve heard about, yes?”

Chloe nodded shyly but smiled, obviously delighted. “Yes, that’s me.”

“I’m Anna, and I’m going to be one of your aunties!” Anna crouched down to meet her at eye level. “I live in New York now, so I’m afraid I’m not here much. But I’m so glad to meet ya, Chloe. Can I have a wee hug?”

Enchanted, Chloe nodded and leaned in for a hug. “I like your hair.”

“Do ya? Thanks!” Anna smiled broadly. “I like your dress.”

Chloe blushed and ran her hands over her lavender dress with pride. “Thanks!”

“You’ve got the McKinnon touch.” Maura grinned when Anna rose to her full height again. “It’s lovely to see you.”

“We’ll have to have lunch or dinner,” Anna said. “You, me, and Aidan. All right? We’ll set that up. I’m only here for a few days, then back to New York for Gavin and Toni’s beach wedding. I had to be part of both, I just had to be.”

“I’m going with Aidan to New York for that,” Maura said. “Did he tell you?”

“No! Are you?!? That’s fantastic!” Anna cried. “Oh, then I’ll get to see ya for sure. Okay, good!”

Maura grasped Chloe’s hand again. “We’re holding up the queue,” she said, getting one more kiss on the cheek from Anna before moving along.

“Ya blockin’ traffic there, I saw,” Aidan joked when they got to where he stood in the queue, to Gavin’s right.

“Anna’s as charming as the rest of you,” Maura said.

“Aye, and the most chatty for sure.” Aidan grinned, dropped a light kiss on her lips, and murmured, “Have I told you how beautiful you look today?”

“You did, but thank you.” Maura warmed to his compliment. She felt pretty in the pale, mint green dress she’d bought for the wedding, but it was nice to hear he thought she was, too.

“Princess Chloe!” He scooped the little girl up into his arms and hugged her. “Well, this wedding was bigger and fancier than the one your mum and I will have. I hope you’re enjoying it so far?”

“It’s all so pretty,” Chloe said. “But I’m hungry now.”

He laughed and nodded. “Aye, me too. We’ll all feast at the party soon, don’t ya worry.” He kissed her forehead and set her down again as he added, “I’ve got to stay with the wedding party still, so you’ll keep your mum company for me ’til I can join you at the party, all right?”

Chloe nodded and took Maura’s hand again. They only took one step over to speak with Gavin and Toni, wishing them well and hugging them both. When she looked down at Chloe, her daughter was looking out towards the street.

“Look, Mummy.” Chloe pointed. “It’s that nice friend of yours. He’s right there.”

Maura looked, only seeing a random group of people who’d stopped to look at the wedding, a natural occurrence. Then her heart stopped. Niall was there, holding hands with a short brunette, smiling back at Chloe.

Maura tried to swallow, to breathe, as Niall met her eyes.

“He comes by the day care sometimes and waves hello to me,” Chloe said. “From outside the gate.”

“He does?” Maura felt frozen where she stood. She fought back a sudden wave of nausea as her heart started pounding.

“What’s going on?” Aidan asked. “Em? You all right?”

“Aidan…” Maura whispered. She didn’t want to cause a scene here. Looking around frantically, again they were holding up the queue, and well-wishers behind them glanced at her as if to say, “Move along, already!”

“Mummy’s friend came to the wedding, Uncle Ay,” Chloe said. She pointed to Niall. “See? Isn’t that nice?”

Maura watched Aidan’s face change, the sparks of ire flame in his blazing blue eyes. “Your friend?” he whispered hotly to Maura. “What the hell is he doing here?”

“I can’t believe he’d do this,” she choked out.

“Why does Chloe think he’s your friend?” Aidan hissed.

“Ehm…” Gavin cut in. “Everything all right?”

Maura blinked, then flushed with embarrassment. For goodness sakes, they were on the receiving line. “I’m so sorry,” she stammered to the bride and groom. She grabbed Chloe’s hand. “Come with me.” She pulled her daughter to the only safe place she could think of—back inside the church.

She walked quickly, desperate to get away from Niall’s menacing presence and the shocked anger she’d seen on Aidan’s face. Her mind raced almost as fast as her heart. Niall was there to make a point, but of what, she didn’t know. He hadn’t done anything or come close enough to be accused of being a threat, but the fact that he’d show up there at all was crazy. He knew Aidan wouldn’t go after him in front of his entire family, or disrupt the wedding… if Niall just wanted to shake them up, it had worked, damn him.

She led Chloe to one of the pews in the now empty church and sat with her. “That man… his name is Niall. He comes by your day care?”

“Yes, Mummy.” Chloe frowned. “Have I done something bad? You look upset.”

“Well, I am a little upset,” Maura admitted, “but not with you. I’m upset that Niall comes by your day care. He’s not supposed to do that.”

“Why not?”

Maura swallowed back a sigh of frustration and fought to keep her voice calm and level. “What does he do when he goes there? And how often does he go?”

Chloe shrugged as she thought it over, then said, “I dunno, once or twice a week, maybe? He’s standing outside the gate when we go out to play on the playground. Once I notice him, he smiles and waves hi, then walks way. That’s all.” She bit down on her bottom lip. “Don’t be angry, Mummy. He’s just being nice.”

Maura nodded, unable to catch her breath. She worked hard to control her breathing… long breath in through her nose… long exhale out of her mouth…

Hard, quick footsteps made her look up. Aidan headed towards them, eyes blazing and his jaw set tightly. He stopped where they were and said, “Chloe, I need to talk to your mum, but—”

“Are you angry, too?” Chloe asked. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

“Me neither,” he said in a low voice.

He shot Maura a hard look. Waves of aggravation floated off of him, almost palpable, and a new roll of angst sludged through her chest.

“Tell him what you just told me,” she choked out to her daughter.

Chloe did as she was told. Maura closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on her breathing as her girl talked. Lapsing into a panic attack at a wedding was the last thing she wanted to do.

“You didn’t know?” Aidan said to Maura when Chloe was done.

She shook her head no and opened her eyes to look at him. He was furious, that was clear. But he must have seen the anxiety she was battling, because he dropped into a crouch before her and said, “I thought you knew and had kept it from me. I’m sorry.”

She stared back at him dumbly. That didn’t make it better, that made it worse, because she was keeping things from him. The texts, the threats, all of it. Now she wanted nothing more than to tell him all of it, but was afraid of what his reaction would be in light of this. She’d put herself in a corner and had only herself to blame. Her heart was still fluttering wildly in her chest, but now her eyes filled with tears.

“Shhhh, it’s okay,” he whispered, grasping her hand. “I’m sorry, I am.” His other hand reached out to take one of Chloe’s tiny hands. “Chloe, sweetheart… we’re not angry at you. We’re upset because, well…” He rubbed her skin as he tried to figure out how to phrase what he wanted to say properly. “I know he acts like he’s friends with your mum, but he’s not. He’s… I’m sorry to tell you this, Chloe, but he’s kind of a bad man. He makes your mum feel sad, and sometimes even a little scared. And he’s not supposed to be anywhere near you, or your day care. That’s why we’re upset. Not at you, sweetie, but at him. Okay? You understand now?”

Chloe nodded, but looked worried. “I didn’t know, Uncle Ay.”

“Of course you didn’t, princess. That’s all right.” He leaned away from Maura to focus on Chloe, taking both her hands in his as he looked into her face. “Your mum and I… we don’t like him because he’s not very nice, and he shouldn’t be anywhere around you without our permission. So we’re going to put a stop to it. We’re glad you told us.”

Chloe nodded again, but still looked unsure.

“Everything’s fine, princess.” He assured her, his voice so warm and sure that Maura wanted to wrap herself in it like a blanket. “Mummy and I will take care of it.”

Sniffling back her tears, making herself buck up, Maura told her, “Today, all we want you to do is have fun at the party with us, okay?”

“Okay.” Finally Chloe smiled.

Aidan pulled her into his arms for a hug, but looked at Maura. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have jumped to any conclusions. I know you’d never keep something like that from me.”

Maura’s insides seized with a rush and her stomach lurched.

She gave a stiff nod and whispered, “Stop apologizing. It’s fine.”

“No, I all but growled at you. I shouldn’t have.” He sighed as he added, “Niall took off as soon as you did, by the way. That must have been his girlfriend with him, he dragged her off.”

Maura only nodded again.

He tweaked Chloe under her chin and said, “I’ve got to get back to the wedding party. They’re all likely wondering where I went off to and are waiting for me. See you and your mum at the party, okay?”

Chloe smiled and asked, “Will they have lots of food there?”

He chuckled as he rose to stand. “Aye, tons of it! We McKinnons eat a lot.” He held a hand out to Maura. She slipped her hand in his as she got to her feet.

“Jaysus, you’re ice cold.” He rubbed her hands between his and looked into her eyes. “Deep breaths, Em. He’s gone. All’s well.”

“You were wonderful with her just now,” Maura whispered. “You’re going to be such a good dad.”

He smiled warmly, raising her hands to his lips. “Let’s go to the party and forget about him, have some fun.”

“Sounds good to me,” she said.

Her chest still felt tight. She knew she wouldn’t be able to shake off what had happened so easily.

“I still can’t believe… he’s got a hell of a nerve, showing up here like that.” Aidan’s voice dropped to a whisper. “He and I are going to have quite a chat. At the end, I won’t kill him, but I might beat him within an inch of his life.”

She only nodded again. When I tell you I’ve been holding out on you, you’ll likely want to do the same to me.


Chapter Sixteen
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Late that night, after a long but lovely afternoon celebrating with more McKinnons than Maura could count, she laid in bed and thought, unable to sleep. The rest of the day had been fantastic, and Chloe and Aidan had both enjoyed themselves thoroughly. Many of his relatives had come to Maura and said, “Just think, you’re up next!” She’d smiled back at them. She ate and drank and savored the feel of being in Aidan’s arms as he pulled her into his embrace time and time again.

But she hadn’t been able to get away from herself, or her guilty conscience. Aidan had been so upset with her when he thought she’d been holding out on him. His heartfelt apologies only made it ten times worse. He had no idea how right he was. It made her stomach twist with self-loathing.

When he’d dropped her and Chloe back at her house, he’d kissed her long and sweet at the door, assuring her not to worry, promising her once again how he’d handle Niall the next day. Telling her how beautiful she looked, and how proud he’d been to have her as his fiancée, at his side, before his entire family. How he couldn’t wait for them to be married, and how he felt like a different man, a happier one with a brilliant future. She felt like a fraud.

Now, in the silence of her bedroom, her thoughts barraged and battered her. She hadn’t handled Niall on her own; if anything, the more determined she was to not let him have alone time with Chloe, the more determined he became to get at Maura, try to unnerve her, and harass her. His showing up at Gavin’s wedding was a bold move, designed to assert his presence, and he had. She’d wanted to make him go away on her own, without having to lean on Aidan for assistance, when he was doing so much for her already. She was a strong woman, dammit. One who’d raised a child basically on her own. Why couldn’t she resolve this on her own?

It frustrated her. And frightened her. Niall hadn’t done much all summer but throw around threats and harassment through texts and verbal exchanges, but still. She thought he wasn’t pushing it, but to find out he’d been lurking at the day care? Making Chloe think he was a friend, someone familiar? That was sinister. It was borderline psychotic, as far as she was concerned. Ignoring him hadn’t worked, engaging him hadn’t worked… because he wanted what he wanted, and he wasn’t afraid of her.

Because five years ago, she’d loved him so much that even though he’d steadily descended into worse and worse behavior once she got pregnant, and then actually hit her, she’d still cried and ached when he left. Because even though she knew he was not a good man, and that she deserved better, it hurt when he left because before she’d realized that, she’d truly loved him. A tiny piece of her felt lesser for that awful truth, and somehow, he seemed to know it and seize on it. He acted like he still held power over her. She hated him for it. But she was starting to hate herself for it more.

No more. She vowed. I want my new life with Aidan, for us as a family, to be present as my best self, not my worst self. The only way to deal with a bully is head on.

Flinging back the covers, she sat up in bed and grabbed her cell, dialing Niall’s number. It went to his voice mail. She steeled herself and left a message, hoping she sounded as serious and enraged as she felt. “You listen to me, you piece of garbage. I don’t know what you thought you were doing showing up at Aidan’s brother’s wedding, but a stunt like that only goes to prove how gone in the head you are. Chloe told us you’ve been showing up at her daycare. God knows you’ve harassed me with texts and calls all summer long. I tried to reason with you, and I’ve tried to tell you to stay away. I don’t know what ya thought you’d accomplish today, but now I’m done. Tomorrow, I’m goin’ to the Garda, and reporting you for harassment, and being a danger to my child. My child. The one you have no rights to because you walked away.” She drew a quick breath and licked her dry lips before continuing.

“So I’m warning you, Niall. Authorities alerted, first thing tomorrow. You better stop this now, all of it, before it gets any worse. I’ll no longer answer your texts or calls, or engage you on any level, so don’t bother. Just leave us alone, go back to your life as it was. You’re manipulative, subversive, and now, proven you’re probably dangerous. So you and your girlfriend can adopt a child, and I wish that poor child luck because you’re obviously mental, but you can’t have access to mine. Am I clear?” She disconnected the call and realized her hands were trembling. Restless and shaky, she got out of bed and went down the hall to Chloe’s room. She sank down beside the tiny bed and watched her daughter sleep. Tomorrow, she’d do what she’d said she would, and also have a long talk with Aidan. She wanted to be upfront and tell him everything, so she’d never have to see that wounded, fierce look in his eyes aimed at her again. Hurting him hurt her, too. She’d made a mistake, and she’d have to fix it.
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Maura was at her desk at work when Aidan texted her in the morning, assuring her he’d handle Niall and could he come by for dinner in the evening. His tone was protective, sweet, and affectionate. She texted back yes and then tried to call him, but it went to voice mail. Her appetite vanished. She tried to keep busy at work, even though for once it was a slow workflow, but the worry consumed her.

On her lunch hour, she went to the nearest Garda station to file a report against Niall. She didn’t think it’d take so long, but she was there for almost three hours. By the time she left, she didn’t feel any better. They’d started a file, and asked a million questions, but they couldn’t do much. Niall had been “a creeper” as one of the detectives said plainly, but since he hadn’t presented a real threat, there wasn’t really anything they could do.

Maura filed a restraining order, but wasn’t overly confident it would actually keep him away from Chloe. And she hadn’t heard from Aidan at all, which made her even more anxious. The whole day left her drained, and she took the rest of the day off from work. All she wanted was to go home, lie down, and close her eyes for a week. She went and pulled Chloe out of day care early, wanting her daughter safely near her, and got home by four o’clock.

She and Chloe snuggled on the sofa, watching Frozen for the hundredth time. Maura checked her phone every few minutes; she’d texted Aidan a hello, but he hadn’t answered. Where the hell was he? How had his meeting with Niall gone? Why wasn’t he answering her? That couldn’t be good.

She tried to distract herself with thoughts of the big trip. She and Aidan were leaving for New York on Friday. She’d been so excited for the past few weeks, making sure her passport was up to date, making lists, and getting her things together slowly, intending to get the majority of packing done on Wednesday night. The trip would be wonderful—the reverse of what Aidan had originally suggested, but just as great. Gavin and Toni’s beach ceremony was to be on Sunday afternoon, so they were going to Long Island first, for three days on the beach, and New York City after that, for four. He’d spared no expense on hotels, and they’d planned out all they could fit into four days, from guided tours to museums to a Broadway show. She was finally going to see New York, and with her best friend. It was a dream come true.

They’d spend their first night in Manhattan, however, at his brother Sean’s bar somewhere in Midtown. Sean and his wife, Cassandra, had a baby girl, Rose; Aidan hadn’t yet met his newest niece. He and Sean weren’t particularly close, but he’d been looking forward to seeing him and checking out his pub all the same. Maura was excited to finally meet the only one of Aidan’s seven older siblings that she hadn’t. The whole trip was going to be amazing… if she could stop worrying that while they were an ocean away, her mental ex would do something stupid or bold about Chloe. Her mother was on guard, her two older sisters would be around, the restraining order was on file… she had to let go and allow herself to enjoy the trip. She hugged her daughter a little tighter and kissed the top of her head. Chloe snuggled closer into her.

The doorbell rang and Maura jolted. Her nerves were on edge, jangling live-wires. A quick look at her phone showed it was half past five as she rose from the sofa. She opened the door to Aidan and instinct slammed her like a sledgehammer to her gut. He looked as if he was holding back tremendous wrath, already at a low boil. His eyes glittered with fury and the spots of high color on his cheeks were a big red flag.

“We need to talk,” he bit out. He moved past her into the house, but stopped when he saw Chloe on the sofa. “Hello, princess.”

“Hi, Uncle Ay!” She smiled up at him. “We’re watching Frozen.”

“Are ya now.” He ran his hands through his hair. Maura could see the coiled tension in his movements, and it made her blood rush a little faster through her veins. “Chloe, your mum and I need to have a long, important talk. Grown-up stuff. We’re going to go outside; we’ll be just out the front door. You keep watching Frozen, okay?”

“Okay,” Chloe said, turning her big, blue eyes back to the television without another word.

He strode past Maura and out the door, obviously expecting her to follow.

Irritation sparked, but dread and a sick curiosity flamed higher. She followed him outside, made sure the door wasn’t locked, and closed it behind her. He stood there waiting, his arms crossed over his broad chest. The evening sun slanted down on him, bringing out shimmers of gold in his hair. His jaw was set so tightly, a muscle jumped.

“You look spittin’ angry,” she remarked.

“You have no idea.” He seethed.

“Safe to assume that’s why we’re out here?” she asked. “So Chloe wouldn’t hear whatever we’re about to discuss?”

“Aye.” His eyes stunned her, the raw fury she saw there. “I don’t want her to hear me rage at her mother for the first time in my life.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, then raked them through his already tousled hair before he spat, “Jaysus, Maura, I’m so bloody pissed off at you, I can barely think straight.”

She blinked, taken aback. Aidan had a temper, same as any proper Irishman, but it’d never been aimed at her. Never. “Why?”

His eyes flashed as they speared her. “You’ve been lying to me. About everything regarding Niall. I’m still… I just…” He shook his head and swore under his breath. When he looked at her again, his bright blue eyes were filled with miserable disbelief. “Ya said ya weren’t keeping anything from me. You lied, Em. You feckin’ lied to me. My head’s reeling from it!”

Her heart started to pound in her chest, thick, heavy thumps. “What do you think I’ve lied about?” she asked, but she knew. She just wanted to hear exactly what he’d learned, so she’d know what she had to fill in.

“I went to see Niall today, as I told you I would,” Aidan began. Tension radiated off him. “Ya have any idea what a blow it was, being enlightened about your fiancée from the man she’s claimed to have nothin’ to do with?”

Her words died in her mouth. He wasn’t wrong. She’d screwed this up royally.

“He said he’s been texting ya, calling ya, for months. That you never told me because you liked his attention, and you were playing us against each other. I told him he was clearly off his nut, ’cause not only didn’t you want any attention from him, you would’ve told me if you were in regular contact, of any kind. He started laughing.” Aidan’s mouth twisted in a scowl, and a shadow crossed his face. “He took out his phone and played me the voice mail ya left him just last night.”

Maura cringed and wrapped her arms around her middle.

“He taunted me, which I wouldn’t have cared about, but the things he said about you… I just…” He looked down balefully at his hands, and she did, too.

Only then did she realize the knuckles on his right hand were red and swollen.

“Jaysus, Aidan,” she whispered. “What did you do? Are you all right?”

She reached out to examine his hand and he backed away. “Don’t,” he ground out. “Don’t touch me right now, okay?”

She felt as if he’d slapped her. “Okay,” she whispered raggedly.

“I made it very clear what I thought of him, and what he’s been doing,” Aidan said in a low, raspy tone. “We talked first, but that got us nowhere, so… I had to get it through in the only way an unhinged bully like that understands.” He frowned as he continued to look at his hand and slowly flexed his fingers. “I believe we came to an understanding. I don’t think he’ll be lurking around Chloe, or you, again.”

She glanced again at his roughed up hand. “Is Niall in hospital?” she wondered aloud.

“Don’t know. But I made it clear that if he presses charges against me for assault, I’ll press charges against him for harassing you and Chloe. Harassment of a grown man to a wee girl isn’t something the Garda will take lightly.” Aidan huffed out a sigh. “I’m not proud of myself, mind ya. Violence is never the answer. But ya know what, maybe, on occasion, with someone like him, it is.” He stood straight, even as the conflict of what he’d done showed on his face. “I protect my family, no matter what. And you and Chloe are my family now. Doesn’t matter that we’re not married yet, you’re my family.” He looked at her balefully before turning his back to her and bowing his head.

“I love you for that. So much.” Maura’s throat thickened even as her breath hitched and tears pricked her eyes. “I wanted to handle him myself,” she managed. “I thought I could make him go away, and I didn’t want you to worry about me.”

“What a crock of shite.” Aidan seethed, whirling on her. “Before we were engaged, just friends, you told me everything. Every little damn thing. Now, you’re not. Why? Why in bloody hell wouldn’t you? I don’t get it. It’s self-sabotage or somethin’, I swear. Because it makes no sense.” He stared her down. “The other problem is, you can’t make me understand your lies if you’re lying to yourself, too.”

His angry words sliced her like a dagger straight to the heart. And what was worst of all? He wasn’t wrong. Her head swam with it all, and she shifted into a defensive stance. “That’s pretty harsh.”

“Because it’s true.”

“You know, you held something pretty bloody important back from me for ten years,” she said desperately. “I did it to you for ten weeks, and you’re going to stand there and judge me, even when I’m trying to explain why I did what I did?”

His eyes flew wide and he froze where he stood. “I can’t believe you just said that. You… you’re throwing it back in my face that I swallowed how I felt about you, how I…” He scrubbed his hands over his face as if trying to wake himself from a nightmare. “You’re unbelievable.”

Her stomach lurched viciously. This was going so, so wrong. “I was afraid!” she cried.

“So was I!” He roared.

Her heart was racing so hard and fast, she thought it might actually burst from her chest. “Then why aren’t you letting me explain and being a little more understanding?”

“Understanding? Of what? Your lying to me and keeping secrets from me?” He glared at her. “At least I didn’t lie straight to your face.”

“Sure you did,” she said. “Every day, for a decade.”

He paled. The color seeped from his face and the light left his eyes. “I can’t do this. I won’t.” His voice was raw, and the way he looked at her… oh, dear God, what had she done? “I can’t even look at you right now. It hurts too much.” He turned and started to walk away.

Don’t let him leave like this! “Aidan, wait, please—”

He kept walking, right to his car. She ran after him, grasped at his arm, but he gently but firmly shook her off.

“I was wrong not to tell you Niall kept after me,” she said, desperate to make him hear her, to not leave. “I’m sorry! I did it all wrong. I wanted to handle him myself, to show you—and I guess myself—that I’m still an independent woman. And I—”

“You can have all the independence you want,” he said, his tone flat. His eyes glittered with pain. “I’m not breaking up our plan, because I made a promise to Chloe and I’ll never desert her. But if I could break up with you right now, I would.” He opened the door to his car. “I’m sick to my stomach. Just lay off, leave me be.” He got in, slammed the door, and took off.

Maura watched his car speed down the street and disappear around a corner. Birds sang on the perches of nearby trees, the muffled sound of children’s voices floated on the evening air, her neighbor came out of her house to take her dog for a walk… Maura stood there, tears streaming silently down her face. The defeated yet enraged look on Aidan’s face sliced her inside. She’d done that. She’d broken his trust, said awful things in the heat of the moment when she felt put on the spot, and hurt him profoundly. As she stood there frozen, crying, aching inside, she wondered how she’d be able to make things right between them. Or if she even could.


Chapter Seventeen


[image: ‡]‡

Maura got through the next few days in a haze of misery that wouldn’t let up. She gave Aidan space at first, not knowing what else to do but respect his request to leave him be. And whatever he’d said or done to Niall must have worked, because she didn’t hear a peep from him. But that victory was hollow. She’d hurt her best friend, her fiancée… the man she’d fallen in love with. She’d been unable to admit that to him, or herself, until it was apparently too late.

What had she gained by not telling him how her feelings had changed, and how deeply she’d fallen in love with him? Why on earth had she thought holding out on that was somehow protecting herself? Why hadn’t she asked him for help with Niall, instead of being so stubborn and secretive? Maybe she’d been more damaged than she’d realized. But she wasn’t going to let Aidan walk out of her life, not without a fight. She’d fix it… no matter what it took. He’d done so much for her, and she wanted to make things right. He meant the world to her.

She cried her tears in private, late every night in her room, a gut-wrenching penance. The silence from Aidan spoke volumes. By Thursday morning, it was deafening. And since they were supposed to leave for their big romantic trip the next day, she had no choice but to try to reach him.

Before she left to take Chloe to daycare and go to work, she texted him. “We’re supposed to leave tomorrow for New York. I haven’t heard from you at all. Do you want me to cancel? I will, without hesitation, if you want me to. Just let me know.”

By the time she’d gotten to her car, he’d answered. “No, don’t cancel. Everyone’s expecting you there with me.”

Her heart sank. Only because it would look wrong to his family did he not want her to cancel? That wasn’t all right. “Doesn’t sound like you want me there, Aidan. I understand. Maybe you need space, and when you come back from New York, we can get together and talk.”

“Don’t cancel.” His short reply came. “I’ll see you at the airport at ten, as planned. Try not to let me down again, okay?”

Hot tears sprang to her eyes at his rebuke. God, he was still so angry with her. It hurt her heart. She texted back. “Okay.” Then she tossed her phone into her bag, sniffed hard, smiled at Chloe in the rearview mirror, and left to start the day.
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Maura buckled herself into her seat on the plane. Beside her, Aidan did the same. It was worse than sitting with a stranger, sitting next to a man who was so obviously angry and disappointed. The waves of it rolled off him. When she’d met him at the airport, at the ticket kiosk like they’d planned, for a split second his eyes had relayed something hot, wanting, yearning as he looked at her… but then he’d slid up an invisible but impenetrable wall, right before her eyes. He spoke to her in flat, clipped tones when speaking was necessary, but lapsed into petulant, cold silence as they slowly moved through the queues at security. It was horrible. She couldn’t stand it. How were they going to be together like this, away for a whole week? Sharing a bed, no less?

Finally, as the plane was about to take off, she turned to him. He was leaning back in his seat, eyes closed.

She cleared her throat before asking softly, “If this is how you’re planning to act towards me, it’ll be the longest, most miserable week of our lives.”

He opened his eyes to look at her, but didn’t answer.

“I should have cancelled,” she muttered. “You hate me now. Why am I here?”

“I don’t hate you,” he said.

“Could’ve fooled me. Sure feels like it.”

He regarded her for a long beat before saying, “I’m still really hurt, Maura. I’m sorry about the timing of the trip, but I’m not going to pretend. I couldn’t if I tried.”

“I know. You’re too honest. As opposed to me, the horrid liar, right?” She huffed out a breath of frustration. “So why make me come along?”

Again, he hesitated. “I wanted you with me, regardless.”

“Regardless of what?”

“How you hurt me so bad. I’m not over it yet.” His voice was a low, rough murmur, his eyes sad as he gazed at her. “I’m trying. I’ll get there.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry,” she whispered roughly. “You have no idea how sorry I am. I messed up and I know it, but you don’t want to hear me. I’ve been thinking about nothing else.” She sniffled. “What I said to you when we were arguing was awful, and I know it. I acted like a git, a damn fool. And now, I don’t know…” Her voice broke and she swallowed a sob. “I don’t know how to fix it. I’m just so sorry I hurt you. I wish you knew that.”

He looked back at her and his throat worked as he swallowed hard, but he didn’t say anything, only nodded.

Unable to bear it, she turned away. They needed space, more time to cool off before they tried to work things out… this trip couldn’t have happened at a worse time. She couldn’t get away from him, there was nowhere to go. They were trapped next to each other on a plane for the next seven hours. And she couldn’t tell him how she loved him now; it would only seem contrived, manipulative. Crying as quietly as she could, she twisted in her seat to turn her back to him as much as possible. She covered her face with one hand so it would appear as if she had a headache to other travelers, not crying her eyes out from heartache over the man sitting next to her.
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Aidan leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He tried to appear calm and cool on the outside, but her pain didn’t appease or satisfy him in any way, it was heart-wrenching. His insides felt twisted in knots and his skin got clammy. She’d tried to reach out, after a long morning of cold silence, and he hadn’t given her an inch. When she said it’d be a long miserable week ahead, she’d been right.

His fault. He had to let go of his anger, of his disillusionment. Because she’d tried to explain and apologize for her actions, and he hadn’t let her. The things she’d said were in bad taste and hard to excuse, but they were so cutting because they were true. He had kept things from her, for years, and out of a similar fear. Now, he’d been so hurt he’d frozen her out, and what did that accomplish? Nothing. They were both miserable.

He knew she loved him as a friend, as a person, and possibly as more than that now. She certainly was acting exactly like a dejected lover would. And he now knew how much Niall had messed with her head; the bloody bastard had flaunted the ways he’d been gas-lighting Maura all summer long, listing them to Aidan with deranged pride. It wasn’t all her fault that she hadn’t managed him well; she didn’t think the way a sociopath did.

If only Aidan had known, he could have helped her. He felt like a failure on that front… and again, knew it was his battered ego and bruised pride and heart talking.

Why shouldn’t she have tried to solve the problem on her own? Just because she always called him her “white knight” didn’t mean she always needed to be rescued. She’d wanted to fend for herself, and of course she did—she had a spine of steel under the soft tissue, it was one of the many things he loved about her. He would’ve understood; why hadn’t she known that? It was a major communication failure that had scared him and made him fly off the handle. If she’s not talking to me now, telling me when she needs help or support, what’s our marriage going to be like? That was where his mind had gone on the drive from Niall’s place to hers.

But they’d never truly argued before. Not like a couple, like lovers did. Once romantic hearts were involved, things sure were different. They’d been afraid to tell each other the whole truth, afraid to upset the other… because now, there was so much more to lose. There was so much at stake, and both knew it. He recognized that.

Yet he hadn’t been able to talk to her. The first day, it’d been just throbbing, aching pain and his bruised ego in control. By now, he had a handle on it, but he was still punishing her, wasn’t he. This wasn’t like him. His father did this, acted this way when he was hurt and angry. Aidan had always resented that. He loved his da, but it wasn’t the kind of man he was, or ever wanted to be. He had to rein it in now.

“Maura,” he said softly as the plane took off down the runway.

She shook her head no and wouldn’t turn back to him. He spent liftoff staring woefully at her long, rose-gold hair, pulled back into a loose pony tail, streaming down her back. Her back that shuddered softly as she cried, because of him. He cringed and finally turned away to stare out the window.

When the plane was safely in the air and the bell pealed to signal it was safe to move around the cabin, she almost sprang to her feet, rushing towards the restroom. She didn’t return for almost half an hour.

“I was startin’ to think you fell in.” He tried to joke.

She wouldn’t look at him. As she buckled her seatbelt again, she said, “I tried to find a way for another passenger to switch seats with me. The crew couldn’t do it.”

Irritation burned through him. “You did what?”

“Sorry. You’re stuck next to me.” She reached down for the carry-on bag she’d stuffed underneath her seat. “Gonna be a long flight.”

“I—you’re being bloody childish now, aren’t ya?” he said.

“Possibly. But here’s a news flash, Aidan—you’re not the only one hurting. You’re not the only one who needs some time and space right now, and it’s a luxury neither of us have for the next seven hours.” She put earbuds in her ears, closed her eyes, crossed her arms over her chest, and sat back, effectively shutting him out.

He swore under his breath and stared out the window as his insides throbbed. What a bloody wonderful dream trip this was turning out to be.
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When the plane broke through the clouds, revealing New York beneath, it was just after noon, local time. Aidan stared down at the view with a bittersweet pang. He’d dreamed of going to New York with Maura for years. Here they finally were… and they were barely speaking. His eyes roamed over her freckled face, her closed eyes, and long, pale lashes. She was asleep. He drank in the peaceful look on her features, one he hadn’t seen in days. A new pang hit him and he realized he missed her. Jaysus, she was sitting right there, had been for hours, and he missed her. How pathetic.

He hesitated before waking her, but was overcome with new excitement. “Em,” he said, tapping her forearm gently. She woke with a start, eyes snapping open to fasten on him.

“Look,” he said, gesturing out the window.

He leaned back to give her a better view, more access. She pulled out her earbuds and peered out, past him. He caught the way her pale blue eyes widened with delight.

“Wow.” She breathed in, with a hint of a smile.

“Welcome to New York,” he said quietly. “We finally made it.”

She smiled, but then it faded, as if she’d suddenly remembered they weren’t really together now, but on opposite sides of a huge, gaping canyon. She leaned back in her seat again, put her earbuds back in, and rummaged through her bag, shutting herself away. He sighed and went back to watching their slow descent out the window.

Aidan’s sister, Anna, had returned to New York the day before. She’d arranged for a town car to pick Aidan and Maura up at JFK Airport and take them to their hotel in Long Beach, about a half hour drive. He found the driver holding a “McKinnon” sign without a problem, and within minutes they were in the back seat of a car, making their way through the streets of Queens, then Long Island.

They were grateful for the air conditioning in the car. It was a hot, hazy day to kick off September, hovering near ninety degrees Fahrenheit, the kind of heat and humidity they weren’t accustomed to. They sat with her big, green carry-on bag between them, each on their own sides of the back seat, fascinated and delighted by the new sights that whirred by their windows.

“It’s more crowded than I’d realized it’d be,” she murmured. “So many stores, houses, everything all so close together, even though we’re not in New York City.”

It took him a few seconds to register that she’d spoken to him.

He cleared his throat and said, “Aye, ’tis that. But sections of Dublin are just as crowded, no? And some suburbs?”

“I suppose.” She didn’t turn to look at him, but at least they were making small talk. That was something.

“Greener than I thought, too.”

“Along these parkways, ya mean?” he said. “Aye, lush and green in spring and summer, Anna said Long Island is like that. How they have everything here, from city-like areas to green to the beach. It’s why she likes it so much.”

Maura just nodded. She’d been up since six AM, the flight had been tense and long, and she was tired. Holding back her emotions had exhausted her; all she wanted to do was collapse into his arms, and he obviously wanted nothing to do with her now. She’d never seen him this upset with her for this long. She thought—hoped—he’d get past it, but he hadn’t, not even a little bit. So that meant she’d blown everything. They were still going to be married, try to be a family, and she’d made him not want her anymore. It was beyond devastating.

“Are ya hungry?” Aidan asked.

“Starving,” she admitted. “And tired.”

“Me, too,” he said. “Both counts. When we get to the hotel, there’s two restaurants in it. One big, one small. We’ll find something to eat, all right? We’ve no plans tonight… we were just going to go explore the beach and the hotel, right? That was the original plan? So…”

She finally turned to look at him. He was gazing at her civilly, and if she wasn’t mistaken, with a hint of longing. “All right.” She went back to staring out the window.

The car went through what looked like a lively beach town, filled with small shops, restaurants, and pubs—no, Americans called them bars. The sidewalks bustled with people of all ages, taking advantage of the great summer weather.

“If you look out to the right,” the driver said in a thick New York accent, “between the blocks, you can see the beach and the ocean.”

“Aye, I can! Thanks for that,” Aidan said. “I thought there was a big boardwalk in Long Beach?”

“Sure there is,” the driver said, “but we’re not in that part of town yet. This is the West End.”

“This is where my sister spends her summers, then,” Aidan said, both to the driver and to Maura. “She rents a house here somewhere with a few friends, right on the beach.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty common down here,” the driver said. “Where your hotel is? That’s on the boardwalk, in the main part of town. We’ll be there in less than ten minutes. Just a lot of traffic because it’s the holiday weekend and all.”

“My brother is having a wedding of sorts on the beach,” Aidan said, slipping easily into chatter with the driver. “On Sunday afternoon, down here somewhere. So should we take a taxi, then? What do you suggest?”

“Should be fine to do that,” the driver said with a nod. “Give yourself a half hour, just in case. Only one lane each way down here, as you see. Can get pretty clogged up. Give yourself some extra time, ya know?”

“Thanks, we’ll do that.” Aidan sat back and offered Maura an amiable grin. She returned it apprehensively, but she returned it.
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The Allegria Hotel was modern, trendy, a vision of white that sat right on the Long Beach boardwalk. Maura looked around in delight as they entered the spacious lobby, all marble and chrome, white and aqua, silver and glass. Aidan checked in, then asked the concierge to hold their bags while they had lunch in the smaller, more quiet restaurant. The tension between him and Maura hadn’t lessened much, but it wasn’t as outright frosty as it had been when they’d first met at the airport earlier that morning.

As she perused the menu, he said, “Remember, this trip was also a belated birthday present to you. Don’t think about money; order whatever you want, at every meal. Ya hear me?”

Her eyes lifted to meet his. Her birthday had been 3rd of July, and he’d treated her like a queen. He’d taken her out to lunch at her favorite sushi place, then to an exhibit at an art museum he thought she might like, then to an outdoor concert in a park that afternoon, then out to dinner at a fancy restaurant in City Centre… then they’d gone back to his flat and made love for hours. It had been a perfect day. He’d put so much thought and effort into making her thirtieth birthday memorable. The chasm between them now… that wonderful day seemed so long ago now, and made her insides squeeze with a bittersweet sadness. “My birthday’s come and gone,” she said quietly. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to,” he said.

She couldn’t help but say, “Even now? Sure about that?”

His lips pressed into a thin line, but his gaze didn’t waver. “Aye. I’m sure.” He looked as if he wanted to say more, but he didn’t.

Their eyes held for a long beat, then she nodded and looked back down to the menu.

After a delicious but tensely quiet seafood lunch, they retrieved their bags from the concierge and made their way upstairs to their room. Aidan slipped the keycard in and moved aside for her to enter first. Her breath caught at the luxurious surroundings. All white and taupe, the room was beautiful, featuring a king-sized bed and gauzy white curtains along the far wall that were luminescent from the sun outside.

Aidan strode across the room to sweep them aside, revealing panoramic windows that gave magnificent views of the Atlantic Ocean. “Spectacular,” he said with a smile.

“It really is,” she said, but yawned. She glanced over at the bed. It looked so inviting… but sharing a bed with him when they were so uptight… damn.

“You look ready to fall down,” he said kindly. “You should take a nap.”

“I want to.” She conceded. “But… maybe we should get a different room?”

His brows furrowed as he frowned. “Why? Don’t you like this?”

“I love it,” she replied. “But I’m sure ya don’t want to be sharing a bed with me just now. Maybe they have a room with separate—”

“Stop,” he said curtly. “This is fine. We’ll… we’ll be fine.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Will we, Aidan?”

“Aye.” He nodded and shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “I know we will.”

“That makes one of us right now.” She sighed and turned away. “I’m too tired to argue, or even to talk. You’re right, I might fall down. I need a nap desperately.”

He waved an open arm towards the bed. “Please. All yours.”

She didn’t hesitate. She kicked off her sandals and went straight to it, sinking onto the mattress with a sigh of pleasure. “Ohhh, my God, that feels so good.”

He watched her as she curled onto the edge, facing the opposite wall, not the windows or him. “You’re so close to the edge, you’re gonna roll right off,” he said to her back. “You can have more real estate there.”

“I’m fine,” she said.

He stood by the windows, leaning against the wall and staring out. There was a grand pool at ground level, eight floors below, and the majestic ocean beyond it. Hazy blue skies faded into the deeper blue of the sea. He watched waves roll out and crash in… two minutes later, he glanced over his shoulder. Maura was still. He went around the bed to peek; sure enough, she was out cold.

He lay down on the other side of the bed, careful not to wake her. The space between them felt meters wide. An overwhelming rush of need seared him; he wanted to roll to the middle and pull her into his arms. That was progress. His anger was fading fast, now that they were here. He was missing her, wanting her again.

Both needed a nap, he decided. When they woke, he’d talk to her, try to work things out, discuss in detail whatever needed discussing… ask her to forgive him for being quick-tempered, stubborn, hotheaded, and also ask her to explain herself more clearly to him. They’d work it out… his eyes slipped closed and he fell asleep feeling hopeful, even optimistic.

When he opened his eyes, he was disoriented, not remembering for a few seconds where he was. Then he did, and he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. The sunlight had changed, deepening and shifting its shadows across the room. The sky was a different shade of blue, crisper without high sun. His watch showed he’d been asleep for almost two hours. He stretched some as he looked around. The bed was empty. The room was empty.

“Maura?” he said aloud. There was no response. He sat up. “Maura?” he repeated, louder this time. Nothing.

Jesus Christ, had she left? Maybe gotten her own room, even? A wave of unease crashed over him as rose from the bed. He went to the closet; her suitcase was still there. Finally he noticed a sheet of hotel stationery taped to the bathroom mirror with her handwriting on it.

Went for a walk on the beach. Be back later.

He gave a long exhale. At least she hadn’t left him.

Damn, that wasn’t fair to her. She wouldn’t leave him. He’d been a bloody stubborn git, and not given her much reason to want to stay at this point, but he knew she cared for him as deeply as he did for her. She was hurting as much as he was, he knew that. Raking his hands through his hair, then scrubbing them over his scruffy jaw, he opted for a shower. He’d think about what he wanted to say to her when she returned. It was time to fix this. They couldn’t go on this way. She’d tried to approach him and he’d rebuffed her, a few times already. This time, it had to come from him.

After he showered, feeling much more human, he dressed in a fresh T-shirt and shorts, then lay on the bed with his phone, texting people, checking email, waiting for Maura… but she didn’t come back.

After an hour, he was annoyed. After an hour and a half, he was anxious. After two hours, he was borderline frantic.

He supposed it served him right. He hadn’t exactly made her feel welcome or wanted, had he? But, good lord, where was she? It was almost seven-thirty, and he didn’t actually know when she’d left. Shouldn’t she have been back by now? What if something had happened to her, and he had no clue?

Finally, he decided to crash her alone time. He texted her. “Where are you???”

The three minutes it took for her to respond felt like hours. “Outside. Went exploring. Sitting on the beach now, right by the hotel. Was going to come back upstairs in a few minutes.”

Something powerful gripped and took hold of him. Something like relief, or gratitude, or angst, or mad love. Maybe a mixture of all of them put together. All he knew was he couldn’t bear to stay away from her for another minute. The anger was gone, replaced by want and adoration and need. He needed his best friend back at his side, where she belonged. “Stay there.” He texted. “Tell me where you are. I’m coming down to you.”


Chapter Eighteen


[image: ‡]‡

Following the concierge’s directions, Aidan made his way out from the back entrance of the hotel onto the boardwalk. It was still light out, but the sunshine wasn’t strong like it’d been at midday, when they’d gotten off the plane. In fact, it was dusky now. The evening skies were a deeper blue, and the smear of clouds were tinged with a hint of the colors the sunset would soon bring. Warm breezes blew off the ocean, whipping his hair around. He walked along the boardwalk until he found the closest ramp that would bring him down to the sand.

The beach here was so different than the coastlines of Ireland. Gavin had told him about that, how when he went to Long Island, how surprised he’d been to feel soft golden sand beneath his feet instead of the rockier terrain they were familiar with back home. Aidan slipped off his flip-flops and dug his toes into the sand. It was warm from the sun beating down on it all day, and he savored the feel of it.

Carrying his flip-flops on a hooked fingertip, he looked around for the bench where Maura had told him she’d camped out. To the right, a few feet away, there she was. Wearing a long sundress of swirling pale blues, she’d pulled her legs up beneath her and sat with her arms and dress wrapped around them, her chin resting on her knees. Her toes stuck out adorably and her sandals were on the sand. Her rose-gold hair was in a ponytail and her sunglasses were now perched on her head, but the wind had pulled out a few strands, which flew wildly around her head. His heart squeezed at the sight of her, he swallowed hard, and approached.

Her eyes snapped up and took him in.

“Found ya, lassie,” he said as he lowered himself to sit beside her.

“Told ya I was near the hotel,” she murmured, resting her cheek on her forearm.

He inclined his head to meet her gaze. “Ya had me worried, y’know. You were gone a long time. When you said you’d be back later, I didn’t think that meant after midnight.”

“I went exploring,” she said. “Slept like the dead for an hour, but then got up wide awake. You were snoring, you were sleepin’ so hard.”

He quirked a grin at that.

“So I went and looked around the hotel, then did a stretch of the boardwalk, then got a drink at the bar inside, then ended up down here. Went and dipped my feet in the ocean…” She looked back out to the sea. “Besides, I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“That I’d mind what?”

“If I wasn’t there.”

He sighed. “I minded. A lot. And the longer you were gone, the more worried I got, ’cause I had no idea where you’d gone off to.”

“Sorry I worried you,” she said quietly, dipping her head to rest again on the shelf of her bent knees. Her dress billowed around her, the breezes lifting the fabric along with strands of her hair. She was a siren, her beauty calling to him, magnetic.

He ran a fingertip along her bare arm. Every inch of her soft skin was covered with freckles. “Your skin’s like a universe,” he murmured, his eyes following the trails his finger made. “All the freckles, like stars. You’re dusted with stars. Fascinates me. Always has.”

She just stared at him. He hadn’t willingly touched her in days, much less with tenderness. It made her heart leap with hope, but she stayed silent.

“I love you more anyone in the world, Maura,” he finally said. “That’s why it hurt so bad when you hurt me. I felt betrayed. But… I was harsh. Bloody harsh.” His eyes met hers. “We need to talk about so many things. But this wall of ice between us, it needs to come down. I hate fightin’ with you. It feels like the most unnatural thing in the world. I can’t stand it. Can you forgive me for being an utter arse, for the way I handled the past few days?”

“If you can forgive me for the same,” she whispered thickly. “We both did it.”

“Aye, that’s true.” His fingers left her arm to touch her hair, her cheek. She leaned into him a bit. “Maura… why didn’t you trust me enough to tell me what he was doing to you?” His brows drew together. “I could’ve helped somehow. You shut me out. That hurts like hell.”

“I’m sorry for that,” she said. “I really am.”

He nodded and said, “Okay. But… can you tell me why you did that?”

“ ’Tis a fair question. And I’ve been thinking about that all week,” she confessed. Her eyes fell to the sand. “But I don’t like the answers, and you won’t either.”

“I don’t care, just tell me. I can handle anything, if you just tell me.” His arm slid around her shoulders. “This week is a bump in the road, not the end of it. I’m still your safe place, love. Always have been, always will be.” Her breath hitched and he stroked her hair. “I’m sorry about the past few days. This was new for me, being so angry at you. So hurt. But… we can get through anything as long as we talk, don’t you think? We always have before.”

“You’re right,” she said. “Going from friends to lovers shouldn’t change that. Especially best friends like we are.”

“Are, are still, present tense, that’s right.” He pulled her in a little closer. “So tell me what you figured out. Why you shut me out like that.”

She drew a long, slow breath, leaning into him but keeping her eyes locked on the blue horizon. “Back when I was with Niall… he abused me, and I allowed it. He abused me verbally for months while I was pregnant. I didn’t realize it was abuse then. I made excuses for him, for how we hadn’t planned on my getting pregnant, he was stressed out, all that kind of thing. I should’ve ended it with him then, but I didn’t. I kept hoping the man I’d originally met was still in there, that he hadn’t been a mirage, you know? Because the alternative was so horrible.”

Aidan only nodded, caressing her arm tenderly as he listened, letting her speak.

“Then when he hit me that night… I felt a million things. But you know what? I never admitted it out loud until right now, but more than anything, I was mad at myself.” Despair and rage flashed briefly through her like electric currents. “Because if I’d kicked him out of my life sooner, that wouldn’t have happened. If I’d stood up to him sooner…” She sighed. A long lock of hair flew into her eyes, and she tucked it behind her ear.

“You weren’t to blame,” Aidan murmured fiercely. “You hear me?”

“I know that now. But for a long time, I blamed myself instead of him. And I think that poisoned me more than I’d realized. And I didn’t realize how damaged it all left me until you… you started treating me like a real lover should.” She bit down on her lip. “You treated me like gold. With kindness, and tenderness, and genuine affection, and respect. And you know what, Aidan?” She looked him right in the eye. “I didn’t know how to accept it, what to do with it. I didn’t totally trust it, even when those things were given to me by the man I trust more than anyone on earth.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I thought I was smarter than that. I thought I was so strong. I guess the truth is I’m not. I’m sorry.”

“The hell you’re not,” he said. He gently cupped her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Don’t you realize how strong you’ve been, all these years? You’ve raised an amazing girl, without much help from anyone other than your mum. And you’ve never let a man treat you that way again since, have you?”

“No,” she said. “Because I didn’t date anyone. I was busy, I was tired, all of that… but I hid. You were right when you said that in the pub that night; that I’ve been hiding. Problem is, once I found a good man, I didn’t let him treat me well either.” Her eyes closed and tears slid down her cheeks. “You were right, Aidan. I was lying to myself. But about things I didn’t even know were there until I made myself really look. And I have been, all week long. Because I lost you over it and because it’s time.”

“I’m glad you did some hard work with your soul searching,” he whispered, “but you didn’t lose me.” He kissed her forehead, her cheek, her mouth as he held her tight. “You’ll never, ever lose me. I love you too much. I’m sorry I made you think that you had. I was just so upset.”

“You had every right to be,” she said plainly.

“Aye, some, but I overreacted,” he countered.

“When you confronted me, I said some terrible things…” She sniffed her tears back. “Throwing it in your face how you hadn’t told me your feelings, saying you’d lied to me every day…” She shook her head hard. “That was disgusting. A total deflection, Aidan, and I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I wish I could take that back.”

“I know, Em. I know.” He rubbed her arm, her back. “But the thing is, you know what? You weren’t wrong. I did keep things from you, too, for a long time. Then jumped on you the first time you did it to me. Not good form.” A long sigh huffed out of him. “As for Niall, and what he did to you… maybe you never dealt with it properly, and it festered. But you’ve come a long way from when you were with him. You’re not weak, or stupid, and abuse is never your fault. No one asks for that.”

“I allowed it.”

“So you didn’t kick him to the curb fast enough. It’s still not your fault, dammit. It’s on him, not you. And it’s in the past now, Em. You’ve got to forgive yourself.” A stronger gust blew and he held her close.

“You’re not wrong,” she said, finally letting herself melt against him. He felt so good… he felt like home.

“Aye, I know stuff sometimes.” He cracked.

She smiled for the first time since he’d found her on the bench.

He kissed the back of her hand, glancing at her diamond. “Well, you’re still wearing my ring, so that’s got to be a good sign.”

“I only take it off to shower,” she said. “And when I sleep. Other than that, you’ll have to wrestle me for it if you want it back.”

His smile spread wide and bright. “Ah, lass, I’ll gladly wrestle ya. On a soft bed, preferably naked.” He laughed when she did. “But I don’t want it back. I want you to wear it forever. Along with our wedding ring. Deal?”

She smiled back. “Deal.”

“Oh good.” He kissed her, soft and slow. She kissed him back, her mouth opening beneath his, and warmth flowed through his entire body. “Listen. We’re going to be married, and soon,” he said. “So you need to trust me more. And I need to trust you more, too. And we both need to trust ourselves a bit more, you know? We’ll both work on that. Agreed?”

She nodded. “Agreed.”

“All right then.” He smiled softly. “Look, we’ll get there. All the basics are already in place, right? I mean, we’re best mates. We’re phenomenal together in bed. I’m going to adopt your wee girl and be the best da I know how. And I’ve been helplessly in love with you for years. So once we get the ‘better communication’ thing down, it’s all gonna be good.”

She lifted her face to look into his eyes. “You’re joking to lighten it, but it’s all true. Every word.”

“I do that sometimes.” He winked.

“I know. Except you left one thing out.” She turned in his embrace to better face him and hold his cheek in her soft hand. “I’m helplessly in love with you, too.”

His heart skipped a beat, then started pounding thick and heavy in his chest. “Since when?” he stammered.

“I’m not exactly sure,” she said, caressing his face as she stared adoringly at him. “All I know is, by the time my birthday rolled around, when I went to sleep that night after that absolutely perfect day you’d given me, I thought of how much I loved you, and how lucky I was to be with you, and how glad I was that something bad—needing to protect Chloe and getting married—turned into something unbelievably good. More than good, the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Because I love you so much, Aidan. So much.” She leaned in to brush her lips against his in a gentle kiss. “And that’s not just my usual ‘I love you’, that’s ‘I’m head over heels in love with you’, which is why I’ve been such a wreck since our big fight. I thought I lost you, and again, it was my fault. I drove you away.”

“It’ll take a hell of a lot more than that to drive me away,” he vowed. His eyes shone with wonder and light. “Jaysus, Em. You love me. For real, like I do you?”

“I only hope to be able to love you like you do me,” she said. “Apparently, I’m more of a mess than I realized.”

“Nah. Nothing you can’t fix without help,” he said quietly. “And you’ll get some. But your heart… it’s so big and made of gold. He put some nicks in that, but he didn’t kill it off. He couldn’t. Nothing ever will. You just shut it down tight for a while. I know your heart’s alive and well. I’ve seen it, felt it.” He kissed her soundly, gazing at her as he murmured, “Tell me again. I’ve waited ten years to hear it, and didn’t think I ever would. I’m blown away, Em.”

“I love you so much, Aidan.” She smiled, and he saw the love in her eyes. His insides went wavy with joy. He kissed her, lingering, savoring the words and the moment.

“You’ve made me happier than you can imagine,” he whispered, his throat thick with emotion.

“I am, too,” she said. “Good lord, we’re so lucky aren’t we? That we finally found each other, the way we’re meant to be. Partners in every way, but mad lovers, too. You’re everything to me now.” She kissed him softly and added, “I’ll never keep things from you again. Especially something so important. I promise.”

“Same. And I promise to let you explain things and not jump to conclusions,” he said. “I got carried away there, too. I’m not used to bein’ in a real relationship, remember? I kept saving myself for you, so I’m new at it.”

She chuckled low and snuggled closer to him. “We’ll get there, like any other couple, right? Only we’ll be a family, too. You, me, and Chloe. It’s so right.” Her eyes warmed as they gazed into his. “I just want to love you, and be loved by you.”

“Well, no worries there. Because I’ll love you forever,” he whispered gruffly, staring back. He lowered his head and took her mouth in a deep kiss, filled with all the love and promise in his heart.


Epilogue
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Thirteen months later

The Manhattan skyline dazzled Aidan and Maura McKinnon as they gazed on it from their hotel room. It’d been a long day, and a long flight from Dublin, but they were finally happily tucked away in their luxury suite.

He’d insisted on the trip to celebrate their first wedding anniversary. “We won’t do something this big every year,” he’d said back in April, when he’d thought of the idea. “But a first anniversary deserves special celebratin’.”

Now, as darkness descended on New York City, they lay in bed together, an intertwined tangle of arms and legs, to stare out the panoramic windows at the lights of all the skyscrapers that twinkled and shone.

“I’m hungry and tired,” Aidan said, holding his wife close, “but I feel like we should be out there, too. Ah, the dilemma.”

Maura grasped his wrist to check his watch. “It’s only eight-thirty here,” she said. “But it’s one-thirty in the morning for us. That’s why we’re ready to sleep the night away.”

“But it seems criminal!” he said ruefully.

“I know,” she said, chuckling. “Well, this is New York City. We can sleep a while, get up whenever we want, and the city will be out there, ready for us with open arms. That’s how it rolls, babe.”

“True.” He grinned. “Have to say, New York’s been pretty good to my family, eh? Two of my brothers found their wives here, and it’s always been a special place for me and my own wife. Tremendous connection for us and this city.”

“Maybe you McKinnons were New Yorkers in a past life,” Maura joked.

He laughed at that. But her phrase “a past life” rang in his head. His life had changed so much in a year. He and Maura were happily married, and their relationship grew stronger every day. They’d found a flat in a child-friendly, welcoming neighborhood in Dublin, and Chloe loved her school. She’d made friends and was thriving. The adoption had finally gone through in late spring, and they’d thrown a big party for all the McKinnons and Callahans. They’d even changed Chloe’s last name; like Maura, she was now officially a McKinnon as well.

Maura had found a new job, working as an accountant for a small flower shop in the heart of City Centre, and Aidan had gotten a promotion in June at his job. Niall had gone, slinking away into the ether and leaving them all alone. Maura had sought therapy to help her drive out the last of the demons Niall’s abuse had left behind. It had been hard at first, but she’d let Aidan in, let him be there for her, and done the hard work she needed. Now, she was strong again, vibrant, full of light. The girl he’d once known had returned, but blossomed and bloomed tenfold.

Their days were full of laughter and support, their nights full of passion and affection, and all of it infused with deep love. Life was good. Better than good—every day was a gift, and Aidan had never been so happy in his life.

“You’re the best thing in my day,” he murmured sweetly to his wife, “every day. Happy anniversary, Em. Here’s to many more years together. I love you.”

“Aww, you romantic sweetheart, you. I love you, too.” She tipped her face up for a lingering kiss. “So? Are we napping, eating, what? Call it.”

“I think dinner might be good.” He hedged. “Unless you have a better idea?”

“Well… I have a surprise for you.” Her eyes sparkled and her freckled face perked with radiance. “Ya want it now, or later?”

“Now, of course!” he cried. “C’mon, ya tease! Gimme.”

She laughed and said, “Wait here.” She rose from the bed, went to her carry-on bag, and rummaged through it.

“You hid your lingerie in there?” he joked. “Naughty woman, you are.”

She laughed and shook her head, rejoining him on the bed as she held out a cream-colored envelope. “Happy Anniversary, Aidan. This gift is for both of us, really.”

He sat up and dropped a quick kiss on her lips before opening it, noting how intently she watched him. A black and white photo was inside. He couldn’t make out what it was… until it hit him like a ramming bolt with what it was.

His mouth went dry and eyes wide as he gaped at her, waving the photo in his hand. “Is this… an ultrasound?”

She nodded, her eyes filling with joyful tears.

“You’re pregnant?” he stammered.

She nodded again. “Just think… it’s our child, Aidan. Ours together. I know you love Chloe like she’s your own, and you’re amazing with her. But this… is special.” The tears rolled down her cheeks. “I found out last week, I’ve been dyin’ to tell you. But I thought it’d be a perfect surprise for today.” She smiled. “Happy Anniversary, husband.”

Shock and elation washed over him. He gripped her face in his hands and kissed her, long and hard and sweet, staring at her in awe. “We’re having a baby!”

“Aye,” she whispered. “I’m due in the end of April.” She sniffled and smiled brighter. “We’ll have to find a bigger flat.”

“The hell with that, we’ll buy a house. We need more room!”

“If you want,” Maura said.

Aidan was exultant. A baby. His and Maura’s baby. What a gorgeous miracle.

She sniffed hard and wiped her damp face. “Wait ’til Chloe finds out she’ll have a brother or sister.”

“She’ll be off the charts excited,” he said, “but not nearly as much as I am.” He hauled her in and kissed her again, over and over. “Jaysus, what amazing news. I can’t wait to tell the world!”

She laughed with pure joy. “I’m so happy you’re so happy.”

“Are you kidding me?” He gazed at his wife’s beautiful face.

His best friend, his partner, the love of his life. Marrying his best friend might have started as a ruse, a rescue mission, but in the long run had been the best thing he’d ever done. He was the luckiest man in the world.

He kissed her once more as he said, “Everything about our life together makes me happy. This is just the cherry on top.”

The End
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