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Prologue


“You sure you wanna sell it?”

Colin McKinnon didn’t even hesitate. Didn’t even glance down at the piece of gold. He only looked into the pawn shop owner’s watery eyes and said coolly, “Aye. It’s either sell it, or throw it in the river. Figured I might as well get a few euros for it.”

“Okay then.” The older man picked up an eyepiece and studied the ring closely.

Colin waited, patient as he leaned a hip against the counter. Strange how he felt nothing, watching this man gage the value of the yellow-gold band he’d worn for nineteen years. Then again, he’d felt numb inside for so long, it didn’t surprise him, really. He just figured he should feel something as he was about to sell his wedding ring, and he truly didn’t.

Last night, as the moon rose, he’d been walking along the banks of the Liffey when he looked down at his hand, glanced at the ring, and had an overwhelming urge to toss it into the river with all his might. Then he thought, why not get some money for it, take the kids out to dinner at least. Buy them something. So here he was.

“I’ll give ya a hundred euros for it,” the man finally said.

“That’s all?”

“‘Fraid so. If ya shop it round, you’ll get similar offers. Maybe even less.”

Colin shrugged. “Fine. Deal.”

Fifteen minutes later, he walked out of the pawn shop with one hundred euros in his pocket and emptiness in his heart. He squinted up at the sun, took a deep breath, and got in his car. His lunch hour was almost over and he had to get back to work.

He wondered what Trish would do with her wedding ring. Would she keep it or sell it? Then he wondered why he’d thought of that. He didn’t care. After a long, loveless marriage, then the five-year waiting period for the divorce, they felt nothing for each other now. Yes, a kinship over parenting their three kids, but beyond that? It’d been over for a long time.

Even though the divorce was final at last and he’d moved out a week before, it was still seeping into his brain that he was a free man. Free to do whatever he wanted for the first time in almost twenty years. Or ever, really.

A horn honked loudly beside him, jolting him from his reverie. With an irritated huff, he drove into midday traffic. Free. Freedom. He still had no idea what to do with that freedom. He had no idea what to do with his new, reshaped life.

He figured he would in time. He was used to being lonely; he’d been lonely in his own marriage for so long, so tired of going through the motions, that he’d finally asked for a divorce. And Trish hadn’t really fought him on it, so at least he didn’t have to feel guilty. She wanted out too. Which spoke volumes.

At a stop light, he wiggled his fingers. His left hand felt so strange without the ring on it. But good strange. The same kind of good strange that had permeated him when he’d moved into his own tiny flat. He hadn’t ever lived alone before. He’d gone from his crowded childhood home to university, where he’d had roommates in the dormitory, to marrying Trish weeks after graduation.

Lots of new things lately. Lots of adjustments. His head was still spinning.

But it had occurred to him on his walk along the river last night that he was also free to chase down a long-dead dream or two. Maybe he’d finally have some true adventures, like the ones he’d planned on before forced to give up out of duty when he was twenty-one.

Last night, something deep inside had whispered, “Better late than never. There’s a whole world out there. Go get it.”

Now if he could just feel something, anything, that’d be a good start. Numb seemed to be his new default setting. Numb, tired, adrift… he’d never thought he’d feel so lost at forty years old.




Chapter One


Eight months later

The man in the corner had her intrigued. Maggie couldn’t deny it.

Not just because he was good-looking, and he certainly was. It was because of what he was doing. This was the third night in a row she’d come to this pub, and the third night in a row she’d seen him at a booth in the back corner, head down as he scribbled away in a notebook. Intensely focused on whatever he was writing, he rarely lifted his head to glance around the crowded pub, occasionally taking a sip from his pint glass. And that intense focus had Maggie riveted.

Who wrote things out by hand anymore? What was he writing? Why bother coming to a pub if you clearly didn’t want to interact with anyone?

Who was he?

Three nights of these burning questions got the best of her. She had to know. She wasn’t shy, she talked to people all over the world. Time to get some answers.

She crossed the room, weaving her way through the patrons of the pub. Flat-screens high on the wall played rugby and football, and people yelled at the games or talked or laughed. Maggie loved the lively atmosphere and charm of a true local pub, be it in Ireland or the UK. Finally, she got to the corner booth. The man didn’t look up, so she quickly studied his thick, dark caramel hair, his broad shoulders, the way his large hand moved as he wrote along the lines of the page in heavy black ink. “Hi.”

His head snapped up. She didn’t know what surprised her more: that he was even more handsome than she’d realized, or how unbelievably blue his eyes were behind the silver-rimmed glasses. His ocean-blue gaze focused on her, intense, scrutinizing. “Can I help you?” he asked, a bit leery.

“You can.” She threw him a bright smile. “You can tell me what you’re writing there, night after night. I’m dying to know.”

He blinked, then removed the glasses and set them on the polished wood table. “You’ve been watching me write?” His deep voice was guarded, but ohhh, also sexy. His Irish accent gave his words a musical lilt. “Night after night? For how long?”

“For three nights now,” she said. “And I’m intrigued.”

His eyes narrowed as he assessed her. It gave her a few more moments to stare at his face. Strong, masculine features. Deep creases by his eyes, filled with distrust; hard angles and a square jaw; a hint of dark gold stubble around full lips made for sin. He was a few years older than her, to be sure. But damn, was he handsome. And… clearly wary, with a hint of outright grouchy. There was a furrow between his heavy brows and the hint of a scowl around that generous mouth. She got the feeling they were permanent, not just on display because she’d interrupted and annoyed him.

Something about that perma-frown made her want to turn it upside down.

She extended a hand. “I’m Maggie Spencer.”

He glanced at it, then lifted his hand to shake hers. His large hand was warm, and the contact sent a shiver up her arm. “Colin McKinnon.”

“Nice to meet you.” She gestured at the empty side of the booth. “May I?”

His lips pursed for a second before he said gruffly, “Sure.”

“Thanks.” She sat across from him and tried to charm him with another smile. “So. Do I get an answer? What’s so compelling that you’re in your own world here, writing like mad in the middle of a crowded pub?”

His features stayed motionless, not giving anything away. This was a tough nut to crack. Finally he said, “American girl, eh?”

“Yes. Does that bother you?”

“Nah.” His broad shoulders lifted in a half-shrug. “Two of my brothers married American girls. Seem to do well in my family.”

She laughed. “Two of them, huh? How many brothers do you have?”

“Three.”

“And the third?”

“Married his best friend. Local girl.”

“Ah. So at least you got one good Irish girl in the mix.”

Colin only nodded.

“I’m here for two months,” Maggie said. “Three at the most. On a job. Not that you asked, but that’s why there’s an American girl hanging out at your local pub.”

“On a job, eh? What kind of work?”

“I’m a travel writer.”

At that, his eyes lit up. It was amazing, seeing how his face transformed with the slightest hint of light. The gruffness evaporated some, and he was even more handsome. His head cocked a bit to the side as he continued to study her. “Really.”

“Yup. That interests you, I take it?”

He kept gazing at her, letting a long beat pass before he admitted, “Very much, actually. I’d like to hear more about that.”

“I’ll gladly tell you,” she said, feeling like she’d won a small victory. “If you’ll tell me what you’re writing in there.” She gestured to his notebook with a flick of her chin.

His eyes narrowed again, the distrust back. But he said, “Stories.”

Her heart gave a little leap at his hard-won admission. “What kind of stories?”

“Short stories. Mostly fiction.”


“Wow! That’s cool. You’re a writer too, then.”

He huffed out a dark laugh at that. “No. I work in the Finance Office at UCD. This writing… it’s… just for me.”

She took that in. Finance guy in a likely dull office at University College Dublin by day, secret writer by night. Again, she was intrigued. “You know,” she said, folding her hands on the tabletop, “even if it’s just for you, if you’re writing, you’re a writer.”

He shook his head and snorted out a disdainful chuckle. “Ehmmm, no.”

“Ehmmm, yes. Hate to tell you, but that’s actually the definition of a writer.” She quirked a teasing grin at him. “One who writes.”

He just stared at her, then asked, “What’s your job here for two or three months?”

“Hired by a tourism company that wants to up their visibility. So I’m doing this thing, ‘Fifty Fun Ways to Spend a Day In and Around Dublin.’”

“That’s been done a million times,” he groused.

“I know. But it hasn’t been done by me, or this company.” She sat back and held his disdainful gaze. “Hey, if nothing else, it’ll be fun.”

“Good for you, then. I wish you luck.” He fidgeted with the pen he still held.

“Thank you. I just got here three days ago. I’m staying in a flat around the corner from here,” she went on. “Central neighborhood, it’s perfect. I’m settling in. Is this your local too?”

“Aye, it is now. I moved here a few months ago.”

“Nearby?”

“A few blocks away.” He didn’t offer any more than that.

“Ah. Well… maybe I’ll see you around the neighborhood, then. Or here.”

“Perhaps.” He flicked the pen restlessly between his fingers. Damn, he was good-looking. And so intense. Maggie sensed a story there… but she also sensed he just wanted to get back to his writing and didn’t know how to dismiss her without seeming rude. Never overstay your welcome, and always leave them wanting.

With a little grin, she slid out of the booth and got to her feet. “I’ll let you get back to your writing. We can talk about mine another time. It was nice to meet you, Colin.”


“Likewise.” He opened his mouth as if to say something, then clamped his lips shut. With a short nod, he picked up his glasses—reading glasses, she gathered—put them back on, and dipped his head, back to writing.

Maggie walked away, back to the bar area, and sat on the only empty stool. One more pint, then she’d go home for the night. Colin McKinnon was a tense ball of livewire. She could feel it in his coiled posture, see so much in his eyes. He obviously wanted space; the invisible wall around him all but glowed. But at the same time, she felt like maybe he’d like to talk…

She’d seek him out again. He intrigued her too much not to.
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Colin watched the American walk away. The young woman was gorgeous. Her long, straight blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, which only served to better display her heart-shaped face. Flawless skin, high cheekbones, and beautiful eyes—a warm dark brown that shone with confidence and intelligence. Skinny jeans and a red T-shirt showed off her trim figure, which called to him.

He took a long swallow of beer. Just looking at her sparked something low in his belly that hadn’t sparked in a long time. But it wasn’t only her looks that interested him. It was her. She’d sashayed right over to him and struck up a conversation. Bold, open, but friendly, not obnoxious. At ease with herself and her surroundings. She didn’t seem like a shy tourist; she carried herself with the self-assurance of someone worldly. Someone who’d traveled, met people, seen things and had experience. He admired that.

But more than anything, what struck him most was her smile. That radiant smile was like the sun coming out, clearing clouds without effort. Her inner light seemed genuine as it’d showered over him, making him instinctively want to turn toward that warm light. He wanted to bathe in it.

What the hell did she want with him?

He grunted and took another sip before staring down at the page in front of him. She’d distracted him, broken his train of thought. He couldn’t think of the sentence he’d been poised to write when she’d appeared. Unable to stop himself, he shifted his head to glance at her over the rims of his reading glasses. She sat on the other side of the pub now, up at the bar. Her pale blonde ponytail hung more than halfway down the back of her red T-shirt, ending just above the sinuous curve of her waist. No heels on her feet, but silver and turquoise runners—which showed she was practical, not as concerned about looks. He liked that too.

Wasn’t really safe for a young, attractive woman to be out alone like this, was it? But she seemed either unaware of that or unafraid. His bet was the latter. Maggie was a force of nature, bright light and energy and a hint of flame. He stared at her for another minute, then turned his eyes back to his notebook.

The black words on the page seemed to blur and make no sense.

Why in bloody hell had he told her he wrote short stories? He hadn’t told anyone that. Ever. And yet when she asked, he just blurted it out straight away. Christ, she’d turned that smile on him and he’d plain gone mental.

But he had to admit, he wanted to talk to her again. He’d love to hear about where she’d traveled to, what she’d seen and experienced. That had been his ultimate dream when he was younger: to travel the world.

All through his teen years, he’d daydreamed about the places he’d go. His huge family had very little money, what with eight kids to feed. Even though he was the third child, as the oldest son, he’d always felt duty-bound to do everything right—part of that meant going to university before taking off for parts unknown, so he did. On scholarship, because his grades were so good. He excelled in every course at Trinity, made his parents proud, enjoyed partying with his friends. And then, over his last year, enjoyed first love and long nights in bed with Trish.

But all the while, he planned.

He told his parents he’d be off to see the world for a while before settling into a career, and had their blessing. He carefully planned an extensive travel itinerary, saved his money, and knew that after graduation, he’d take off. Explore for six months before deciding which country to settle in and where to start the rest of his life. Finally, he’d get to live out some lifelong dreams of adventure, see the places he’d only read about, and live for himself instead of his sense of duty to his family.

But a month before graduation Trish got pregnant, and that was that.

The travel plans would have to wait. A hasty wedding happened. The money he’d saved went to their new flat and to savings for when the baby came. The new life somewhere else… that dream evaporated like mist. All of his dreams did. His innate sense of duty and honor were transferred from his family to his new wife. His new reality was securing a job quickly and becoming a father, when he was barely a grown man himself. Years went by…

Colin drained the rest of his pint glass. He’d made choices. He’d done what he had to. No use in looking back anymore. Things happened. He’d done the right thing, and in the end, that was what mattered most. No one could ever accuse him of anything less, and he could look himself in the mirror each day and know that.

His cell phone vibrated in his back pocket and he pulled it out to glance at the screen. A text from his daughter: Hi Da, are we still on for dinner tomorrow night?

He grinned to himself. Sure. Aren’t we?

Just checking, Roisin wrote back.

You have a better offer? Colin texted.

No! LOL U’ll pick me up at 6, then?

Yes. Love you.

Love u 2 [image: :)]

Colin smiled as he shoved his phone back into his jeans. His kids were the best things in his life. The one reward for his integrity. He didn’t regret them for a second. Patrick, Stephen, and Roisin meant more to him than anything. He missed seeing them every day, but they were doing fine living with their mum. Patrick was at university now anyway, Stephen would start next year, and his baby girl wasn’t a baby anymore, but a feisty teen who wore too much makeup and clothes that were too tight.

And if he’d done right by them, and they were lucky, they’d get to have their own exciting lives and live out their dreams in ways their father hadn’t.

Colin glanced over toward the bar area again. He watched as Maggie Spencer slid off her barstool, her long, denim-clad legs and silver runners carrying her toward the door and out into the night.

A bloody travel writer… she was the embodiment of what he could have been, wasn’t she. He wondered what dreams of his she’d been able to live out. One night, if he ran into her again, maybe he’d have the presence of mind to actually ask her, instead of wasting his energy sizing her up and getting flustered.




Chapter Two


Colin wasn’t at the pub the next evening. Maggie noticed his corner booth housed a young couple instead. Which was fine, since it gave her the opportunity to focus on her friend instead of him.

“So, ya settlin’ in fine?” Ciara asked as they dug into a basket of chips.

“Absolutely.” Maggie smiled as she dipped her chip into a cup of brown sauce. The subtle spices in it bloomed on her tongue. “I love it here. You knew Ireland is one of my favorite places.”

“Aye, that’s why I thought of you when the job came up.”

Maggie had met Ciara on her first trip to Dublin, over eight years ago. They’d clicked so completely that they’d never lost touch, the friendship deepening over time. Now, Ciara worked for one of the bigger advertising firms in Dublin. When her team got the City’s Tourism Department as a client and came up with this idea, Ciara told them she had the perfect person for the job.

Luckily, she’d caught Maggie at something of a turning point. The offer was made a few days after her thirtieth birthday, which Maggie had spent alone in a hotel room in Paris, crying. Feeling like she needed to do something different, yet afraid to mess with the plan that’d sustained her for the past five years, Ciara’s call had seemed like a sign. Maggie hadn’t stayed in any one place for more than a month since she’d been twenty-five. The job paid well enough and was an easy, fun one, in one of her favorite cities in the whole world. She had a friend there, some sort of touchstone. Accepting the job had been a no-brainer. Now, four months later, she was here.

“I’m supposed to ask you if your itinerary is all set,” Ciara said. She swept her shoulder-length brown hair back from her shoulder, then reached for her pint glass. “Do you have one?”

“I have a broad outline,” Maggie hedged. “I mean… I’ve got a list of about twenty things I definitely want to see and do. The rest, I’m going to figure out as I go. As I meet people and hear of things I wouldn’t have otherwise.” She leaned in on her elbows. “Anyone can Google ‘things to do in Dublin.’ But for this to be different, more authentic? I need to meet the people here. Talk to them, ask them what they like to do, where they’ve gone, and then follow up on that.”

“I like it.” Ciara clinked her glass to Maggie’s and they both sipped. “I’ll tell them just that. But if they ask for something in writing…?”

“I’ll give you something. No problem.” Maggie looked around. “I’ve already talked up people in this pub over the past few days. Got like ten new ideas. Tell the team not to worry. I’m going to make this fabulous.”

“Not a doubt in my mind.” Ciara eyed a group of guys laughing by the bar. “That tall, dark-haired one is adorable, eh?”

Maggie stole a discreet glance, then turned back to her friend with a grin. “Indeed. Your husband might mind, though.”

“Aye, there is that.” Ciara sighed. “He’s really cute. You should go over.”

“Nah. Not my style. I do like to look, though.”

“Me too. I can look! I’m married, not dead.”

Maggie nodded, but Ciara froze.

“I—Christ, Maggie, I’m sorry,” she sputtered. Her pale cheeks flushed with color.

“Why?” Maggie frowned at her, confused. “For what?”

“What I said… I didn’t mean that to sound insensitive.” Ciara’s eyes were wide.

“What? Oh.” Understanding dawned, and Maggie shook her head hard. “You didn’t, you weren’t! I didn’t take it how you’re obviously thinking I did.”

Ciara sighed and dropped her head. “Christ, I’m such an ass.”

“Hey. No.” Maggie reached for her hand across the table and gave it a squeeze. “You’re very sweet to even think of it. I didn’t think it, though. Honestly, you thought of it, not me. So stop it, I’m fine. Okay?”

“Okay.” Ciara squeezed her hand back even tighter, then took a big gulp of her beer. “So… where have you gone so far? On your excursions?”

“This week, I kept it to Dublin city limits.” Maggie reached into the bucket and took another chip. “Hit some of the expected places. Figure I’ve got to have some basics on the list.”

Maggie and Ciara talked and laughed for another two hours before Ciara left to get home to her husband. Maggie lingered in the pub for another half hour, taking in the sights and sounds around her, before leaving Reardon’s Pub herself. The few pints she’d enjoyed over the evening had her comfortably buzzed as she walked through the cool August night. She only pulled her sweater tighter around her, too lazy to bother zippering it up since her rented flat was just around the corner.

She walked up to the second floor, down the hall to the end. Her flat was small but cozy; considering she’d never stayed in one place for so long in years, at least it was a pleasant place to land each night. Just a small front room, tiny kitchenette, tiny bathroom, and small bedroom, but the rooms were painted in warm earth tones and the furniture was new. Most importantly, it had a comfortable bed. The full-size mattress was fine for just her, she didn’t need a queen- or king-size, and the wide window let in lots of light and a great view of the city. She’d been there almost a week now and truly had enjoyed some great sleep. This was her fourth trip to Dublin; she always felt at ease here. In fact, if she ever was to settle down and stay somewhere, this city would be in her top five picks without a doubt.

Maggie was a nomad; she didn’t need much space or anything fancy to be comfortable. She’d stayed in five-star hotels and dingy little huts. As a woman traveling alone, all she needed was a firm lock on the door to feel safe and she was fine.

But as she slipped in between the sheets in the dark, the familiar melancholy thoughts crept into her head. Whispers of the past, what she’d lost… Poor Ciara, thinking she’d inadvertently brought up memories and hurt Maggie’s feelings. I’m married, not dead. Maggie sighed and rolled over, punching her pillow to shift the shape of it. Ciara couldn’t know the memories lived in her head continually; Maggie just made a daily conscious effort not to let them strangle her.

In May, she’d gotten through the dreaded anniversary. Five years. Zack had been gone for five years. The number, especially just a few weeks after her milestone birthday in late April, had been a soul-deep heartache that made her want to howl with fresh grief. But strangely, it had also served as a nudge to… to maybe do something different with her life.

It was the damnedest thing; it had come to her like a whisper on the air, almost as if Zack himself had whispered it to her somehow. It had lingered in her mind ever since. A seed had been planted and was slowly blooming. But she had no idea what that ‘something different’ was. So until she figured it out, she had to keep moving, because that’s what she knew.

I’m married, not dead.

Maggie had been both. Life went on anyway. She was still here, and making the most of life in the ways she knew how.

She closed her eyes and gratefully let sleep overtake her.
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Colin noticed when Maggie Spencer walked into the pub. Then he snorted at himself. Noticed. That word implied a casual, “oh look, there she is,” as opposed to the right phrasing: he’d been watching the door for the past two hours. Waiting, hoping, to see her again. Not that he knew what to say to her, or if he’d even speak to her.

She was damned pretty. Her pale-gold hair was pulled back in a long ponytail again. She wore dark skinny jeans and her runners, a blue T-shirt under a blue and purple jumper—nothing striking, but she stood out. At least, she did to him. He felt a buzz just looking at her. Something about her just…

He scrubbed a hand over his face in disgruntlement, then gulped down some ale.

The night before, he hadn’t been at the pub, but at dinner with two of his three children. Patrick was away, having just started his second year at university. The plans had been with Roisin, but Stephen had been home for a change, so much to Colin’s delight, he went along too.

Roisin, at fifteen, was mature beyond her years and looking more like a grown woman every time Colin saw her. The heavy black eyeliner and clothes reminded him of the Goth girls he’d known growing up, but none of them had dyed their hair wacky colors. Jet black, maybe. But Trish had let Roisin put bright blue and magenta streaks in her fine brown hair.

Colin had just smiled and said, “Cool.” He’d be damned if he’d be negative to his little girl, especially about her appearance. Girls were so sensitive about that stuff. He didn’t always like what she wore or what she did to her hair, but he tried not to judge. She had to be her, and he supported that. She was beautiful inside and out no matter what, that’s what mattered.

Stephen, now seventeen, was the quietest of his kids. Where Patrick was boisterous and outgoing, Stephen kept his cards close to the vest, a bit taciturn, introverted. As a teen and younger man, Colin had been more like Patrick; Stephen reminded him more of himself nowadays. They never needed to talk much; presence was what mattered.

And Colin had always, always made sure he was a strong and steady presence in his kids’ lives, even now after the divorce. Hell, especially since he’d moved out when the divorce was finalized. He needed them to know they were the most important part of his life, that he wasn’t and would never abandon them. He’d moved to Dublin to be closer to his job, but the kids and their mum were only a fifteen-minute drive out of the city. Colin had dinner with Roisin every Wednesday night without fail, and if Stephen was around, he joined them. Colin had enjoyed their time together the night before.

Tonight, he was alone again. He watched as Maggie made her way to the bar. He’d hoped he’d see her here, and made a point to go there straight from work to grab his preferred corner booth. The pub had been half empty when he’d arrived, and he’d had dinner alone in relative quiet, half-watching football on the flat-screen. Now it was past eight, and the pub had filled and gotten noisy. He didn’t mind the noise; he welcomed it. For someone who’d ached for freedom for years, now that he had it, most nights Colin found the silence in his flat a bit overwhelming.

There weren’t any empty stools at the bar; Colin saw a lad slide off his stool and offer it to her. She smiled—God, her smile—and spoke to him before accepting it. Something in Colin’s chest tightened as he watched the guy plant himself there, standing over Maggie as they talked.

It wasn’t his business what Maggie Spencer did or who she talked to. This was madness. He had to stop watching her like some bloody stalker. He took another sip of his beer and went back to writing. This story was giving him fits.
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Maggie groaned inside. At first, the guy who’d offered her his stool had been friendly, but now it’d been half an hour and he was still hovering. His name was Clark, he was twenty-six and worked in a retail clothing store. She didn’t recognize the name and he’d seemed offended, but kept talking at her anyway. His clothes, scraggly beard, black-rimmed glasses, tattooed forearms, and overall vibe screamed hipster. He was in love with himself. She wasn’t remotely interested.

But he hadn’t gotten the hint. Even though she’d made a point of waving around her silent weapon, which worked most of the time, it didn’t work all of the time. Most men saw the gold wedding band on her finger and it stopped any flirty stuff before it started. Some men simply didn’t care at all and went for it anyway. Apparently Clark didn’t believe in the sanctity of marriage.

She sighed. She’d have to find a way to get away from him or she’d be trapped with him all night. And if this was his local, as it was now her temporarily adopted one, it meant she’d have to do it carefully since she’d likely see him here again.

“Excuse me,” she said as she slipped off the barstool, “but I need to use the restroom.”


“Oh, sure.” Clark moved for her to get by, but not enough, ensuring he got the quick feel of her breasts brushing across his chest. His dark eyes sparked as he looked down at her. “Close quarters, eh?”

Irritation flared in her. She gave him a bit of a shove as she edged away.

“I’ll wait for ya here,” he said. “Another pint for ya?”

“No thanks,” she said. She never took an open drink from anyone. One time being roofied had been more than enough for her. She’d been lucky to be with friends when it happened, but she’d learned a valuable lesson. As she threaded her way through the crowd to get to the restroom, she wondered how to shake this guy. She didn’t want to go home and have him possibly follow her, know where she was staying. She also didn’t want to leave the pub yet. She shouldn’t have to alter her night because of a man who was giving her weird vibes. Maybe she’d whisper to Johnny, the bartender she’d made a point of befriending her first night there…

Then her eyes landed on Colin McKinnon, sitting in his usual booth. He was back. His head was down, he was scribbling away… ahh, there it was. A lifeline.

But when she came out of the restroom, Clark was right there waiting for her. “Hiya, doll.” He grinned, but something in his eyes made her intuition buzz. “I was thinking we could get outta here and go somewhere else. You game?”

“No, I’m not,” she said. She’d been in this situation many times before. She’d been in worse places, more remote and legitimately scary, and gotten away unscathed. Her gut told her that Clark wasn’t a major threat, and that in this pub, she’d be okay. So her voice was strong as she met his gaze and said kindly but firmly, “I’m fine here, thanks. But you go ahead if you want to leave. It was nice meeting you.”

His dark eyes flashed, the faux-friendly expression sliding off his face. He leaned in, edging her back until he had her against the wall. “Are you dismissing me?”

“No.” Her heart pounded harder, but she met his gaze directly to show he couldn’t intimidate her. “I just don’t want to go anywhere. I’m staying here.”

“Then I’ll stay too, doll.”

“I’m not a doll, and actually, I’d rather you didn’t. I think we’re done now.”

“Aw now, that’s not very friendly.” His hands came up, one on either side of her head, and his hands flattened against the wall as he tilted in. “Let’s kiss and make up.”

“I don’t think so.” Her hands fisted at her sides, preparing to strike if necessary. The way he’d blocked her in had her nerves jangling. She’d learned enough self-defense to easily fend him off if she had to. “And I don’t like how you’re in my space right now. Back up, please.”

His jaw tightened as he stared down at her.

“I said,” she repeated, “back up off me. Now.”

Clark’s right hand stroked her cheek, then dropped to her shoulder. Maggie shifted slightly, about to lift her knee and slam it straight into his balls.

“I believe the lady said back up,” came a strong, deep voice. Maggie ripped her gaze from Clark’s to see Colin standing right behind him. She’d been so focused on keeping her wits about her and not blinking at Clark, she hadn’t noticed his arrival.

“Mind your business, mate,” Clark said over his shoulder.

“I’m not yer mate,” Colin growled. “And if you don’t step back from her right now, I’m going to smash your face into the wall.”

Clark blinked, then backed up and moved away from Maggie. He turned to look at Colin, whose strong features were knitted with cool fury. “She’s fine, old man.”

“Aye, she is now,” Colin said. “You don’t come near her again. Ever. Or you’ll answer to me, then the garda.”

“You’re overreacting,” Clark scoffed.

“No he’s not,” Maggie said. “I told you to back off and you didn’t. You touched me instead. That’s harassment, asshole.”

Colin’s eyes narrowed on Clark. “Leave the pub,” he said, his voice a tight, low snarl. “Now. Before I change my mind and smash your face anyway.”

Without a glance back at her, Clark strode off. Colin watched him to ensure he left; when Clark walked out the door, he turned back to Maggie. “You all right?”

“I’m fine,” she said, though her heart was beating wildly. “Thank you. How did you know?”

“I saw you,” he said, his frown and lowered brows set in hard lines. “Your body language screamed something was up. When I saw him edge you back against the wall, your eyes rounded…” A muscle jumped in his set jaw. “I thought you might need help.”

“My hero,” she murmured. “You have good instincts.” She lifted her hands to touch her cheeks, which felt blazing hot. “I need a drink. Can I buy you one too?”

Colin nodded, but his eyes were glued to her hands. Those blues lingered a second before going back to her browns. “I didn’t notice that the other night.”

“Notice what?” she asked, trying to breathe deeply. Her heart was still fluttering.

Colin paused, eyes intense again. “Where’s your husband?” He gestured with his chin toward the wedding ring on her hand. “You’ve been here night after night without him. Maybe you should be with him. Maybe he should’ve been here to save you tonight, not me.”

“For the record, I didn’t need saving, though I really appreciate what you did. I was about to slam my knee into his balls when you spoke up. I do know some self-defense, believe it or not.”

He just stared at her, the crease etched between his furrowed brows, his face like stone.

“I don’t have a husband, Colin,” she said quietly, her hands dropping to her sides. “I’m not married anymore. I’m a widow.”




Chapter Three


Colin’s breath stuck in his throat. A lance of shame pierced him, then regret. “I… I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Maggie said. She shrugged casually, but her face was still flushed. The encounter with that hipster jackass had left her more shaken than she would admit to. “When you’re a woman traveling alone, you need all the ammunition you’ve got. I still wear the ring to try and ward off unwanted advances.”

“I see,” he said. “Does it usually work?”

“Most of the time. Not tonight, though. Some men simply don’t care if I’m married, they hit on me anyway. Some men just don’t like the word ‘no.’” She drew a deep breath and let it out. “Whatever. I’m fine. Thank you for your help. Please can I buy you a drink?”

“Yes,” Colin said simply. He moved aside to give her room and gestured toward the back booth. “I’m at my usual perch in the corner.”

“I noticed. I was going to come say hello at some point.” Maggie flashed a tiny grin, then walked with him.

A widow, Colin thought, still dumbstruck. He believed her. The lightning quick flash of grief in her eyes when she’d said the words was genuine. But at her young age? Christ, she couldn’t be but thirty, maybe that. Curiosity overwhelmed him. He tried not to stare as he sat quietly across from her.

“Want to share a basket of chips with me too?” Maggie asked with a smile.

He blew out a long, slow breath, trying to make his tense muscles ease. He had to relax. His adrenaline had kicked in at the sight of that loser backing her up against the wall and putting his hands on her. But if she was okay now, he had to be too. “Sure, why not?”

Deirdre, their server, appeared as if summoned and they placed their order. As soon as she walked away, Maggie said, “Colin… I swear I’m not married. I’m not out here playing around, looking to cheat on my husband. What I told you is true.”

“I believe you.” Colin studied her. “May I ask a few questions?”

“Sure.”

“How old are you?”

“Thirty.”

He felt a lick of satisfaction to know he’d guessed correctly.

“How old are you?” she asked.

“Forty. Almost forty-one. A wee bit older than you.”

“Only a wee bit,” she teased back lightly, tossing him one of those sunny smiles. “You don’t look it. Good genes in your family. I thought you were maybe thirty-six.”

“I’ll take it.” He grinned back in spite of himself. “Ehm… how long has your husband been gone?”

“Five years now,” she said, and the twinkle left her eyes.

Colin winced. “I’m so sorry. He was young, then.”

“We were twenty-five. Car accident.” Maggie’s voice was flat, as if she’d said the words a million times and it was now rote. “We were both in the car, he was driving. He was killed instantly. I woke up from a coma a week later.”

Colin’s heart plummeted to his stomach as her words sank in. Two young people, their whole lives in front of them… then in a flash, him gone, and her waking up to what must have been utter devastation. A chill rolled over him and he shuddered. “Jesus Christ, I’m so sorry. I…”

“Thank you.” Maggie fidgeted with the round cardboard coaster on the tabletop, spinning it in slow circles. “So, Colin. You ever been married?”

She was forcibly turning the subject away from herself, and he couldn’t blame her. So although he usually hated talking about himself, he acquiesced. “Aye, I was. For nineteen years. Recently divorced. ’Bout nine months now.”

Maggie’s eyes widened. “It’s like, a whole process to get a divorce in Ireland.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” he muttered. “Wasn’t fun, or easy. But here I am. ’Tis done.”

She leaned in, her eyes brighter. “Why?”

“Why what?”


“Why did you get divorced after all that time? Especially when this country makes it so hard to do it?” She bit down on her bottom lip. “I’m sorry, I’m just so curious. You can tell me to shut up.”

To his own surprise, he shrugged and said, “It’s all right. Ehm… Trish and I never truly loved each other. I…” I watched all my brothers marry girls they were crazy in love with, and it made me realize what I’d never had. It made me angry enough to finally look at my miserable life and want out. “Unfortunately, it was a dead marriage from the start.”

“Then why’d you get married at all?”

“I got her pregnant.”

“Oh. I see.”

Deidre returned just then, placing a glass of pale ale before Maggie and darker stout in front of Colin. “Chips’ll be out in a minute.”

They thanked her, then Maggie lifted her glass in a toast. “To my hero tonight. Thank you for stepping up for me.”

“Bah, I’m no hero,” Colin said, “but you’re welcome.” He gently tapped his glass to hers and they drank. “I have to admit, I might’ve liked to see you slam your knee into his balls, like you said.”

She laughed. “He would’ve deserved it.”

“Damn right.” He felt his body ease some more, took another swallow of stout.

“So you have a kid.” She continued as if they hadn’t been interrupted.

“He’s a grown man now,” Colin said. “Nineteen and at university. My younger son is seventeen, and my daughter’s just turned fifteen.”

Maggie studied him for a long moment, then declared, “You adore your kids.”

“I do.”

“Your whole face softened when you spoke of them.”

“Did it?” He chuckled at that. “Well, they’re the best part of my life.”

“That’s lovely.” Maggie chewed on her bottom lip, her keen eyes still on him. He tried not to stare at her luscious mouth. “So you live here now, in the city. They live with their mother?”

“Aye.”

“Are they in Dublin too?”

“No, about fifteen minutes out. Not too far. She kept the house, of course.” He stole another sip of his drink. “You give everyone the third degree, or just me tonight?”

“Everyone.” She smiled brightly, without apology. “I like meeting people, finding out their stories. It’s the best part of my job, other than the sights I get to see.”

“I’d like to hear more about that,” he admitted.

“What, my job?”

He nodded, suddenly a bit shy. “I always wanted to travel. Planned to see the world. I didn’t get to. What you do sounds interesting.”

She gazed at him for another long beat, and he could feel the wheels turning in her head. “You work at University College Dublin, you said. What do you do there?”

“I’m head administrator of the Finance Department.”

Her brows arched. “Well la-di-da. Go you.”

He snorted and shook his head. “It’s dull as shite.”

She laughed at that. “But still impressive. So you have regular office hours?”

“Aye.”

“Could you ever slip away for a day?”

“Perhaps.” He thought about it, then said wryly, “Truth is, I have vacation time stocked up that I rarely use. I could easily take a day. Why do you ask?”

“Because I have all these fun day trips planned,” Maggie said, “and maybe you’d like to come with me on one. I’d have a local to give me the real flavor, and you could see something that maybe you haven’t. Or at least, get out for a bit. It’s not the world, but it’s a start.” Her warm brown eyes danced as they held his. “Could be fun. And something tells me you could use a little fun.”

“Oh really.”

“Yup.”

He rolled his eyes, but couldn’t ignore the hum in his blood as he looked at her.

“I’m fun to be with,” she declared, and batted her long lashes as she smiled at him. He had to laugh; her exuberance was captivating. “I am! We could see some things. You could keep me company.”

“Something tells me you never lack for company.”

“Actually, I’m a loner, but I make friends easily.” She shot him a pointed look. “Sometimes too easily, if you know what I mean.”

“Well, you’re an attractive young woman,” Colin said. To soften the statement, he exaggerated his Irish brogue as he added, “Of course men are goin’ ta make a beeline fer ya, lass. Ya just gotta make ’em pay for any unwanted attention.”

She giggled, the light sound filling his chest with delight. “Well, I’ve taken lessons in boxing, karate, judo, and jiu-jitsu along the way—”

“Now I’m the one who’s impressed,” he said. “And for better reason.”

She smiled as she went on, “I travel alone. I have to be prepared. But having a big, strong companion on some of the more remote outings is never a bad thing. So join me, Colin. We’ll have some fun, and I could tell you more about my travels, since you seem to actually be interested.”

“I am interested.” The admission made him feel bashful for some reason, but he swallowed it down. “So… these day trips. Where are you going?”

“Well…” She reached into the small cross-body bag strapped over her shoulder and pulled out her cell phone. “Pulling up my itinerary for the weekend and next week, hold on.”

As she scrolled on her phone, he took the opportunity to gaze at her. Maggie Spencer was a stranger. Brazen American. Too young, too pretty, too full of energy. What the hell was he thinking, saying yes to going off on a jaunt with her? He must have lost his mind.

But she just drew him in. Like a man who’d been out in the cold for too long and found a fire burning, he wanted to get close enough to enjoy some of the warmth he’d been lacking… that he craved. He blinked at his thoughts.

You wanted to do new things, he reminded himself. You’ve been free for almost a year, and you haven’t done a bloody thing. Do something, McKinnon.

“Wherever you’re going on Saturday,” he heard himself say, “I’ll go with you.”

She looked up from her phone to smile broadly at him. Pure sunshine. “Great.”
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And so it was that Colin found himself being led on a guided tour of The Little Museum of Dublin on Saturday morning. He knew of it but had never been there, having written it off as a commercial tourist trap. He was gratified to find he’d been partially wrong. Yes, some of it played to tourists, but it had its merits—lots of attractions in a small space, and the staff was friendly and knowledgeable. And of course, his companion for the day definitely made his natural glass-half-empty nature feel like it was being filled. Maggie Spencer was delightful. Something about her had snuck through a crack in his frozen core, filling it with a shaft of light.

She’d greeted him with a warm handshake and that dazzling smile. She’d been waiting for him by the front entrance, right on time. He liked that; Trish was always late and it had made him bonkers. Maggie was a ball of energy, ready to go. With her natural charm, she had the young male tour guide eating from the palm of her hand within minutes. She asked many questions, good ones that showed her sharp mind. She took copious notes in a small notebook, explaining to Colin that she’d sort through them and transfer them to her laptop later.

After the Little Museum, they enjoyed a long walk through St. Stephen’s Green, which was fully lush, dark green, and perfect on an early August day. As sunlight played through the trees, Maggie told him about other favorite public parks in cities she’d visited: Central Park in New York City; Forest Park in Portland, Oregon; Humboldt Park in Chicago, an old haunt in her college days. Then she added the Villa Borghese in Rome, Vondelpark in Amsterdam, Hyde Park in London, Englischer Garten in Munich, Parque de Retiro in Madrid, Parc des Buttes Chaumont in Paris… her list flummoxed him. It left him astonished and made him ache with wanderlust.

Then they headed over to Grafton Street, always bustling with activity. Colin watched Maggie eye the people, the many storefronts and boutiques, and had to admit he enjoyed it as well; he hadn’t strolled along here in ages. He’d always relished a long walk, just to take in surroundings, but Trish hadn’t. If she wasn’t going out for a specific purpose, she disliked going out for “no reason.” Colin stole more than a few glances at his attractive companion. Maggie understood the appeal of simply wandering; she knew it wasn’t for “no reason,” but for all the best reasons. Something told him that though he’d known Maggie for a few days and Trish for half his life, Maggie might understand him on levels that Trish never had.

“I’m starving,” Maggie declared. “Tell me you’re ready for lunch.”

“I could eat,” he said.

“Well, the Guinness tour starts at three,” she said, “and if I don’t eat, I’ll take two sips and land on my face. Can’t have that. I don’t get drunk in public.”

“Ever?”

“A woman traveling alone? That’s asking for trouble. I’m lucky, I can hold my alcohol pretty well. Two drinks don’t really affect me. But more than that, no. I only tie one on in safe places, with safe people.”

He nodded, considering that. She was smart.

“Lunchtime!” She pulled him into a classic-looking typical pub.

They settled into a high-backed booth in the dark wood-paneled room. Before the server had even brought their drinks, she was asking him questions. About his upbringing, about university, about his kids—she certainly wasn’t shy. He gave her stilted answers, but he did answer. Because she wasn’t asking to just make chatter, she seemed genuinely interested, and he found himself responding to her naturally inquisitive yet friendly nature.

But he noticed that while she loved to ask him about him, she wasn’t as forthcoming about her own life, other than the sights she’d seen. No personal details. Recognizing that, he waited until the server had set their entrees down before subtly turning the tables on her. Fair was fair.

“So where is home for you, Maggie?” Colin reclined a bit, the dark green leather booth cool at his back as he eyed their tremendous burgers.

“Home?” She shrugged as she picked up hers from her plate. “Wherever I go, that’s where I am.”

Her evasive answer confused him. “You don’t have a home base somewhere?”

“I’m a traveler,” she said, then bit into her burger. He took a bite of his, waiting before she continued, “I don’t stay in any one place for too long. A few weeks, a month at the most. Then I’m off again. So to pay rent on an apartment I’ll rarely see seems foolish.”

“Really.”

“Yup. I make my living from writing about traveling; I travel. Gotta go where the jobs are. In fact, truth be told, this job will be the longest I’ve stayed in one place since I was twenty-five. Then, as I said, I’ll be off again. That’s how I roll.”

Colin mulled that over. He was simply flabbergasted at the idea. He was so deeply rooted into his life—first being part of the huge McKinnon clan, then by having his own family, which rooted him in twice as deep—that he couldn’t imagine being so completely untethered. To be free to pick up and go anywhere, anytime, at a moment’s notice… it was an alien concept.

But one that was also exciting and alluring.

“I think I’m a wee bit jealous,” he finally said. “I’m the exact opposite. Rooted into the ground here. Hell, even when I finally got my freedom, I didn’t go far, did I? Couldn’t. Needed to be near my kids. I always will be.”

“Right now, while they’re young, you should be,” Maggie said. “But hey, they’re growing up. One day, much sooner than later, you’ll be free to go somewhere else if you wanted. Have you thought of that?”

His eyes widened and he scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. Live somewhere else? Do something solely for himself? “Not really.”

“Maybe you should.” Maggie turned her smile up to the server, thanking him when he placed a basket of chips between them. “I’m addicted to these.” She grabbed one and bit in with glee. “I’ll gain a few pounds before I leave Ireland if I don’t stop. But ohmygod I love them. Good thing I walk a lot.”

“Everyone has their vices,” Colin said, and reached for a chip himself.

“True. What are some of yours?” she asked, a playful twinkle in her eyes.

He just arched a brow at her. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” He put another chip in his mouth.

“Ha! I would, actually.” She pointed a chip at him, brandishing it like a weapon. “I’ll find out sooner or later. Mark my words.”

He only grinned. She’d been right the other night, he had to admit it: she was fun to be with. He hadn’t met anyone like Maggie Spencer in a long time… maybe ever.

“So,” he said. “Where’d you grow up? Maybe that’s an easier question.”

“About an hour outside of Columbus, Ohio. Do you know where Ohio is?”

“Midwest, I think. Yes?”

“Pretty much. I hated it there. I grew up in the most boring suburb ever.” Maggie stole a sip of cider before continuing. “Third of four girls—aka, the invisible child.”

“You?” He quirked a small grin. “I can’t imagine you being invisible to anyone. You’re a force of nature.”

He was rewarded with a wide sunshine smile for that. “Am I? Well thank you. But I wasn’t really one there, or then. I was just the one always being either ignored or yelled at.” Maggie reached for the small cup of brown sauce and dipped her chip. “Hailey was the pretty one, Stacey was the smart one. Then me. Then right after me, we’re only a year apart, Brittney was the sweet baby. So naturally… I became the wild one.” The smile became laced with something wicked.

“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me one bit,” Colin said.

She laughed freely. “No, huh?”

“No. Also, the placement.” He wiped his fingers with the linen napkin. “I’m the third of eight, but the oldest son. My brother Sean, he was fifth. Stuck in the middle, I guess you’d say. And a pain in the arse from day one. He was wild, always stirring up some kind of trouble.”


“And you’re Mister Responsible. So you and he didn’t get along, I take it?”

“No. We… we never clicked. We went head to head all the time.”

“That’s too bad.” Maggie shifted her head, ensuring that her ponytail didn’t slide over her shoulder while she was eating. “Maybe he just needed some attention.”

“Maybe he just needed to listen to his parents and teachers once in a while,” Colin groused.

“Ouch. Harsh.”

He scowled at that. “It’s in the past. He has his own life now. He left Ireland at nineteen and never looked back. Owns a bar in New York City, married a lovely woman and has a little girl, with another babe on the way. He’s fine, I assure you.”

She stared at him. “And you’re a little jealous, maybe.”

“Jealous? Of Sean?” He snorted.

“That he got out of Ireland. That he went away.”


“No.” But something in Colin’s gut clenched all the same. “He wasn’t happy here. I’m glad he landed on his feet.”

“Does he know that?”

“What?”

“That you’re glad he ended up okay?”

The fist in his gut clenched and twisted. “I don’t think he’d care. He and I weren’t close. In fact, I’m likely one of the people he was most glad to get away from.”

Maggie gave him a sad look. “That’s too bad. You’re his big brother, he probably looked up to you… shame you didn’t get along.”

Colin pursed his lips. Everything she said bothered him. He didn’t want to consider that anything she’d gleaned, with only a few sentences, could be dead on.

“So how’d you get started as a travel writer, Maggie?” He stared hard, making it clear the subject was closed.

She simply picked up another chip. “By traveling with my husband.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Really?”

“Aye. You’ve dug into my past, haven’t ya? Turnabout’s fair play.”

Her mouth curved wryly. “I guess it is.”

She gave a short version of how, ten years before, she’d met Zack Spencer when they were students in a journalism class during their third year at the University of Chicago. They’d fallen immediately and passionately in love, and found they’d also shared a dream: they both wanted to see the world. So after graduation, they set out to do that, together.

They’d started a video blog together to document their travels, initially intending to explore for just three months. But they loved it, and the blog got popular, and Zack had a keen sense of business to go along with his sense of adventure. They wanted to keep traveling together, truly see every corner of the world. Soon, they managed to sell articles to other travel sites and work out small gigs with established tourism agencies… and their careers as travel writers were born.

“We went everywhere,” she said as she finished up her thick burger, the sauce and juices running through her fingers and onto the plate. “The blog grew, we had over a million YouTube followers, and our articles kept selling to other outlets, so we went with it.”

“What was your long-range plan?” Colin asked.

“We didn’t really have one.” Maggie’s hands stilled. “We didn’t get that far.”

He noticed that while Maggie kept saying “us” and “we,” and talked in detail about the travels, she didn’t reveal much about her relationship at the base of it all. The few times she said his name, her eyes lit up. She’d been crazy in love with that man. “You got married at some point, obviously.”

“Yes. We did.” She wiped at her messy hands with the huge paper napkin until it was a crumpled ball.

“How old were you?”

“When we got married? Twenty-four. Both of us were.” She seemed to slow to a halt before Colin’s eyes, then visibly shook it off and reached for her hard cider. “We’d been engaged for over a year, but on impulse we got married on the beach in Bali. Just the two of us.” Her voice and gaze had turned soft, dreamy as she remembered. “It was magic. Then we stayed there to honeymoon for another two weeks. Best trip of my life.”

“Christ,” Colin said mournfully. “You were only married for a year, then.”

“Yes.” She snapped out of her haze and met his eyes. “But don’t look at me like that. You don’t have to feel sorry for me. It was the best year of my life.” A wistful grin played at the corners of her mouth. “He was my soul mate, and we had an amazing five years together. Some people will never have that, ever. I had that. I was lucky.”

He swallowed hard. Her refusal to give in to sorrow or pity made him admire her all the more. “You’re right,” he said. “And it’s a damn good way to look at it.”

“Well,” she said, “it’s the truth. Plus, it’s either think of it like that, or get bogged down by grief every time I think of it, and that serves nothing. Life goes on, whether you want it to or not. I miss him every day, but I have to keep going, or I might as well have died too. And that’s not living.”

“Right again.” But Colin couldn’t help himself; he lifted his glass in a toast. “To living, then,” he said quietly. “And to your attitude, and your strength.”

Her eyes rounded and locked on his. But then she smiled softly, lifted her glass, and tapped it against his as she murmured, “I’ll drink to that.”

Colin had many more questions about her former life, but didn’t want to pry. He also didn’t want to drag her any further back into her sad past. Her attitude was amazing, but she didn’t need to think of what she’d lost, not today. They were out to have a good time. “So tell me where you’ve been most recently. Amaze me with your worldliness.”

Her features infused with light again, and she chuckled. “Might be easier to tell you where I haven’t been. I don’t mean that to sound like a brag.”

“I know. I didn’t take it as such.” He liked seeing her smile again. “You’re comfortable in your own skin in a way that only experience brings.”

Her head tilted as she appraised him. “That’s a lovely thing to say. Thank you.”

“It’s just the truth.”

“Well, I like it.” She grabbed a chip and popped it into her mouth before listing off a bunch of countries that made Colin’s insides seize with longing. One of his initial assessments had been right: her life was the embodiment of everything he’d wanted and didn’t get to have. She’d traveled all over the world and loved passionately with all her heart. It made him feel like a bland shell in comparison.

“You got quiet,” she said. “Or, even more quiet than you usually are.”

He gazed at her. She couldn’t know how her life brought up turmoil in his head and heart. He finally admitted, “You make me itch with wanderlust just listening to you. I envy you more than a wee bit.”

She nodded at that, slowly, as if she was thinking before she spoke again. “Well,” she said, “maybe it’ll just be within the confines of your home country, but perhaps I can help you scratch that itch while I’m here. You’re welcome to join me on any of my excursions. I mean it.”

“That’s… kind of you,” he said.

“I’m serious.” Her dark eyes held him. “You’re an easygoing travel companion. I’ve enjoyed today so far. And besides, you need to get out more.”

“Can’t say you’re wrong there,” he murmured. “But easygoing? No one’s ever described me as easygoing, or easy anything.”

“I can imagine that.” Her grin turned wicked. “Actually, you’re a little gruff and stoic, and that frown seems permanently etched into your features, but I like you. There’s no pretense with you. No drama, no agenda. You’ve got secrets and stories, but you keep them to yourself. Makes me want to peel away the layers. I like all that.”

He regarded her across the table. Her pretty face, her warmth and humor, her natural charm… everything she’d seen and done… she liked him? “You can likely scoop up any man in Dublin to join you,” he said. “Ones who are more friendly, more outgoing, more energetic, and definitely younger. Why drag me along?”

“Because I like you,” she said flatly. “Isn’t that reason enough?”

He blinked at her.

“Besides, you need someone like me around.” That dazzling smile blinded him. “You need some fun in your life.”

“Oh really.” That was his response? He’d gone daft.

“That’s right. And I dare you to deny it.”

“This is me denyin’ it.”

“Then this is me calling bullshit, boy-o.”

He chuckled in spite of himself.

“You’re a good man,” she said. “You’re trustworthy. I feel it. My gut rarely steers me wrong on these things. Rational, smart, level-headed, and mature.”

“Ah.” He nodded slowly. “Mature being code for older. And since I am, I’m not really a threat, is that it?”

She shocked him by barking out a laugh. “Are you kidding me? Forty isn’t eighty, Colin.” She leaned in on her elbows, eyes narrowed on him. “What, you think I don’t find you attractive or sexy, a ‘threat,’ because you’re ten years older than me?”

“Almost eleven,” he murmured.

“You’re ridiculous.” She popped another chip into her mouth and chewed. “Hate to tell you, but I think you’re very handsome, Mister McKinnon. You have a sexy voice, the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen, a gorgeous mouth, and a trim body that I bet is quite attractive under those clothes. Yes, I noticed.” Everything about her exuded a sparkle, and he felt blinded. “You’re hot, Colin. But that’s not why I asked you along today.”

He could only gape at her. Words failed him.

She smiled warmly before adding, “But mostly, I like that you’re ‘not really a threat’ as in I feel safe in your company. You’re my hero, remember?” She winked. “So yeah, I’d like to take you along on a day trip or two so you can have some fun. Finally travel a bit yourself, have new experiences. Your repressed wanderlust speaks to me.”

He was flabbergasted.

“Hey, I’m doing all these things in Ireland whether or not you join me.” She shrugged, took a sip of her drink, then again smiled that bright, shimmering smile. “So, Colin? You want to take some day trips with me or not? You wanna bust out or not?”

He gazed at her for a long moment before he found himself saying, “I do.”




Chapter Four


Sweat dripping down the sides of his face, Colin slowed from a run to a walk as he adjusted the incline on the treadmill. After years of letting himself go, disgusted with his softening dad-bod, he’d joined a gym when he’d moved into Dublin. He’d done it to tone up, but hadn’t anticipated how the monotonous routine of walking and jogging on the treadmill would also make him feel better—not just physically, but mentally. He had to admit that he’d felt the changes over the months and liked them.

He liked to go in the mornings, before work. An hour or so in the gym, a quick shower, and he found he had more energy through the rest of the morning. His sons had rolled their eyes at him when he’d admitted that, as if he were daft. “Like no one’s ever said working out would do that for you!” Patrick had laughed. Colin grinned every time he thought of it.

When he got to work, settling in at his desk with a cup of black coffee and an egg sandwich, his phone dinged with a text message. Something in his chest hitched, hoping it was Maggie; when he saw it was, a feeling akin to warmth washed over him.

Hi Colin! Your favorite Yank here. Today I’m going to see the Book of Kells, then spend the rest of the day at Farmleigh House. You ever been to either?

He couldn’t help but smile. On Sunday, they’d spent the afternoon together at the National Botanic Gardens. The weather had been perfect, and her company even more so, though he was still mostly reserved around her. On Monday, he’d gone to work and hadn’t heard from her. For a while, he’d wondered if that meant she hadn’t enjoyed her time with him, then chided himself for acting like an insecure teenager. They’d spent most of the weekend together, but they weren’t anything to each other, she didn’t owe him anything… he was being absurd. She had a job to do and they had separate lives. He shoved the thoughts of Maggie Spencer out of his mind.

But later that night, last night, she’d walked into the pub and his heart gave a little kick at the sight of her. He’d watched her big brown eyes sweep across the room, searching. When they’d landed on him, the genuine smile that lit her face made his chest puff up. She’d gone straight to his booth and said, “Hey, new friend. Long time no see. Can I buy you a drink?”

They spent almost two hours together, talking and laughing before calling it a night. At the door of the pub, she’d gone up on her tiptoes to give him a quick peck on the cheek when saying good night, surprising him. One hand on his shoulder to keep her balance, he felt her warmth through his clothes. Her lips were soft and warm against his skin, and he caught a whiff of her scent, clean and sweetly feminine. He walked the four blocks home in the cool darkness smiling like a smitten fool.

It embarrassed him.

He liked her more than he was comfortable admitting. In less than a week, she’d gotten under his skin and made him do something he hadn’t been able to do in a long, long time… feel something. She was sunshine and light, energy and warmth. Whip smart and funny, savvy and confident, she fascinated him. The more they got to know each other, the more he found to like and admire.

And was he attracted to her? God help him, hell yes. She was beautiful, sexy, and had fired his long-dead libido back to life. Whenever her fingers brushed his, even for a few accidental seconds, it sent a jolt straight up his arm. At the Gardens, they’d gotten ice cream, and when she licked the chocolate—or even worse, her lips—it sent a zing of electricity straight to his groin.

Yes, she’d said she found him attractive. Perhaps there was a simmering, slowly building chemistry between them, like he hadn’t felt with a woman in years… maybe ever. Nothing electric like this had gripped him since his earliest days with Trish. But he would never act on it. She’d said flat out she felt safe with him; he wouldn’t jeopardize that, no matter how tempting she was. Colin always did what was right. What was expected of him, what was honorable. That was who he was and all he knew.

So on the treadmill that morning, as he’d thought of her, he’d decided it was best to somehow keep himself at a distance, even if only emotionally. Going on jaunts with her was too much fun and he didn’t want to stop. He could barely resist her. That feeling made him feel way off kilter, and he didn’t like it… but he liked her more.

Now, his lips pursed as he stared at the phone in his hands. Finally he wrote back, Yes to both. You’re still doing Dublin’s Greatest Hits, I see.

Have to hit the known ones and give my own take on them, she wrote back immediately. My voice & views are what they’re paying me for. Soon, I’ll see the newer, different, not as well-known places. Got to have balance.


I get that. Have a nice time.

So you won’t play hooky with me?

He was tempted. God knew he had plenty of personal time he could use. But the way her words set off rockets inside him just reinforced his instinct to maintain some distance. Not today, sorry. Busy at work, then dinner with my daughter tonight.

Okay. Just thought I’d ask.

Nice of you, thanks.

Sure, she wrote back. Tomorrow I’m going to a few more of the Hits, as you say. A few more hours on Grafton Street, St. Patrick’s Cathedral. Not your thing, I’d bet.

Not grabbing me, no. But thank you.

Okay. On Friday I’m going to check out the National Museum of Ireland, Archaeology. That night, I’m going to check out a pub in Temple Bar that was recommended to me. Supposedly has great billiard tables in the back, along with live music. Sounds like fun. Any interest in joining me for either of those?

Colin drew a long breath. He loved that museum. He’d been many times and it never failed to ignite his interest.

After that, Maggie texted, I’ll be away for the weekend. I leave Saturday morning.

He wondered where she was going, since she didn’t offer. Also, it occurred to him that if he kept saying no to her, she might stop asking him along. It bothered him to admit how much he didn’t want her to stop asking. Before he could change his mind, he wrote, Truth is, that museum is one of my favorites. I’d skip work to join you for that. Haven’t been in a while.

Great! Her instant answer was like her: no pretense, no games. Just candidness and sincerity. Why don’t you meet me at the main entrance at eleven? Gives me time to get breakfast and get some writing in beforehand.

Sounds good, he wrote. Thanks for asking.

My pleasure. See you! Have fun at work. ;)

He snorted at her closing quip. Have fun at work. His job was so boring. It was honest work, and necessary to others, but dull as all hell. Yes, he was now head of the department. Maggie had been impressed by that, or so she said. But he’d earned his position not only because he was smart and capable, but also because he’d been there the longest.

Thinking back on how desperate he’d been as a young uni graduate, realizing he’d have to get a solid job now that he was getting married and a baby on the way… it still gave him a lick of anxiety. The urgency, the dread, had nearly choked him during those first few weeks. His travel plans ditched, he’d gone round the departments of his alma mater, looking for any work that would start immediately. Luckily he’d been well liked by all his professors, and they spoke for him when he applied to an open position in the Finance Department. It was entry level, with every benefit a person could ask for. Though he’d graduated summa cum laude with a major in marketing and minor in sociology, he took the job. He’d intended to only stay for a year, two at most, then look for something more suited to his background, to his dreams…

And here he was, almost twenty years later, head of a department he’d risen through but never had interest in. He did his job well, of course; his deeply ingrained work ethic refused to allow him to do any less. But its monotony had deadened him slowly over time.


It wasn’t supposed to be how he’d spend his life. But life was funny that way.

Sipping his coffee, Colin realized how some random things Maggie had said over the past few days had taken hold in him. Like tiny seeds that haphazardly blew in the wind, they’d sunk into the fertile ground of his mind, then started to grow and bloom.

One day, much sooner than later, you’ll be free to go somewhere else if you wanted. Have you thought of that?

He’d never dared allow himself to think of that. But once Maggie had said it, it hadn’t left his head since.

Or, at the Gardens, when she’d looked up at him from beneath those long, thick lashes and said, “If you could go anywhere, where would you go?”

He hadn’t answered right away. Then he’d hedged, “Too many places to list.”

“Pick one right now,” she’d said. “Just one.”

He answered without hesitation. “Vienna.” It had always called to him, a siren’s song. The architecture, the history, the rich culture…

“Ahhh. It’s amazing there. I’ve been twice. You would love it.” She touched his arm and said softly, “You should go. As soon as possible. Even if just for a few days.”

“I couldn’t possibly,” he immediately scoffed, stiffening.

“Why not?”

“I have obligations. My job, my kids.”

“All of which wouldn’t fall apart if you left town for a few days. Right?”

He shifted uncomfortably, looking away from her.

“You should go,” she repeated. Her voice was filled with intent, warmth, and a bit of a push. “Life is short, Colin. You seem to have enough regrets as it is. You should go. Just do it.” Then she’d started to sing as she walked ahead of him, “Vienna waaaits for yooou…”

Thinking of it now, he swallowed hard and scrubbed his hands over his face. He didn’t know why Maggie Spencer had blown into his life, but she’d insinuated herself into his head, dug in deep. She was never far from his thoughts. That alone threw him, much less some of her observations about him, things she said that he knew were dead on the mark even though he didn’t want to admit it.

She saw him clearly. Nobody had in so long. No one had bothered to look.
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Maggie didn’t head to Reardon’s on Wednesday evening, opting to stay in her flat and catch up on work. She needed to start sorting all her notes into what would be the beginning of coherent passages before it got away from her. Plus, it was raining. A night in with some Chinese takeaway, work to do, and quiet would be good for her. She hadn’t stopped moving for several days now and needed a breather.

Ah, who was she kidding? She knew Colin wouldn’t be at the pub tonight, but out to dinner with his daughter, and Reardon’s wouldn’t be the same without him there. She’d already grown accustomed to seeing him in his back booth, scribbling away… and even though he kept his posture stiff and his features stoically in check, the way his incredibly brilliant blue eyes lit up whenever he first saw her gave him away.

He enjoyed her, in spite of himself. And she liked that. A lot.

She recognized a fellow wounded soul when she saw one, and Colin McKinnon was deeply wounded, with throbbing layers of repressed emotional baggage. He used distant coolness, a gruff demeanor, and propriety as armor. Cautious, deliberate, wary, gruff… he was a challenge, but she liked challenges. And while Colin was a challenge, he wasn’t too much of a mystery. She’d met people like him before. People who’d been hurt, or were lost, or who’d slowly shriveled up from emotional neglect. So they closed themselves off from the world, shut down inside just to cope. Most times, all it took to draw people like that out was a little kindness. A bit of gentle attention. Some patience and empathy. She had plenty of those things to spare.

Part of what her travels had allowed her to do was connect with others, from all walks of life. Putting a spark of light back into someone’s eyes never ceased to fulfill her. God knew many people, with actions big and small, had done the same for her. She liked to pay it forward.

The thing was, it had been hard to get Colin to open up to her, but not impossible. Because underneath his carefully placed armor, he was aching to be drawn out of it, and likely unaware just how much he wanted that. Or… maybe he was just drawn to her.

She hadn’t been sure at first. Polite but aloof, he’d seemed interested in her travels, not in her. Then the rescue from the grabby hipster had been startling. Colin had looked absolutely lethal when he’d threatened to smash Clark’s face. Her breath had caught at the malicious promise to deliver in Colin’s eyes. Could she have fought off Clark on her own if she’d had to? Yes. But had it felt good for Colin to sweep in like a knight in shining armor? Had his protective gesture gotten to her? Oh hell yes.

Over the days they spent together, he’d slowly warmed to her. She noticed each tiny adjustment, even if he didn’t, and each one felt like a victory. Regaling him with tales of her travels always got him to let that guard down a bit. He’d ask questions, clearly captivated as they talked. When he was with her, his perma-frown softened, the lines around his mouth gentled, the heavy brows lifted from their perpetual furrow.

And she was learning about him. He didn’t like to discuss his marriage or divorce, he didn’t like to talk about himself, but he’d talk about others. He always got a little lighter, a bit softer, when talking about his children. There was big love in that frozen heart, she was sure of it. He was kind. The way he’d hold doors open for her, his impeccable manners despite his gruff nature, the way he spoke of his parents, siblings, children—so many things, big and small, showed her that good heart. He was also damn smart, which was wonderful. Smart people always held her interest and attention.

She chewed on the end of her ballpoint pen as she also thought about how handsome he was. He was sexy because he really had no clue how attractive he was. He’d written himself off years ago. It made her want to remind him he was still desirable, still sexy, still alive.

In her experience, it was always the quiet men who were the most surprising. Who had hidden passion waiting to be tapped… sensual, intense men like Colin were the most explosive in bed. She had to admit, she wondered what Colin would be like if he just let go. If he gave in to his desires for once in his damn life. The man had years of pent-up emotion buried. She was dying to light a match to his carefully guarded, long repressed powder keg. Something told her he’d be astonishing.

Her blood buzzed through her limbs, making her sensitive parts heat up. Just thinking of him in bed was making her want. Getting horny now wasn’t a good idea. But now she couldn’t stop imagining Colin hovering over her in bed. That gorgeously sensual mouth on her skin, his large hands skimming along her body, what it would feel like to move with him inside of her… damn. Electricity zipped through her. Her skin was tingling, nerves alight.

“Get a grip, Maggie,” she growled out loud. Willfully she snapped herself out of it and went to the kitchen to grab some water. Some very cold water, to soothe her now dry mouth and throat.
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“Good to see you, Da,” Roisin said with a smile. Colin always hated this part, dropping her back after spending time together. It felt awkward, walking her to the door and leaving her at what had been his own home for so long. Looking at the house now left him cold. It felt both familiar and distant; he’d mentally disconnected from it.

Usually, Trish didn’t bother coming to the door to talk to him, for which he was grateful. He knew she already had a new man in her life. It almost amused him when he’d found out she was seeing Jimmy Muldoon; he was their age, a widowed father of one of Stephen’s friends. The few times they’d had to socialize with him at school events and the like, Colin had always suspected Jimmy had eyes for Trish, but hadn’t cared. Even now, knowing they were dating, he didn’t care. Good for them, let them have each other.

“Always good to see ya, love.” Colin pressed a kiss to his daughter’s forehead and pulled her in for a quick hug. “Nudge Stephen to maybe come with us next week, will you?”

“I will.” Roisin fidgeted with the huge hoops in her ears for a moment. “You miss him?”

“I always miss all of you,” Colin said. “You’re all growing up on me. You have plans on the weekends with your friends, and I get that. I’d never step on that. So if midweek dinners is all I’ve got, I’d like to see you without fail.”

She peered up at him. Her blue eyes seemed even brighter, set off by the blue streaks in her hair. “Maybe you need to find a girlfriend. Mum found someone. I don’t like to think of you alone.”

“I’m not alone,” he said. “I have three great kids.”

“Who, you just pointed out, have their own lives and don’t see you as much.”

Colin huffed out a breath, annoyed with the turn of the chat.

“Have you gone on any dates, Da?”

Images of the one embarrassing drunken attempt at a one-night stand he’d had three months before flashed through his mind. That had left him feeling foolish and empty. The thought of actually dating exhausted him. “Not your business, miss.”

“Why not? It’s a straightforward question.”

“And ’tis my business, no one else’s.”

“I’ll take that as a no, then.” Roisin frowned. “Sometimes I think of you alone in that flat and it worries me. I don’t like to think of you as lonely.”

Her soft words startled him. She couldn’t know he’d felt lonely for so long, even within his own marriage, that he didn’t know otherwise. It was a natural state for him. “I’m fine, love. Don’t you worry about me. Your da’s a grown man.”

She gazed at him for a long beat, then leaned in and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’ll always make time for you, Da. I promise.”

His throat thickened as he returned her hug. Dropping a kiss on the crown of her head, he whispered gruffly, “That’s sweet of you, love. But you’re all supposed to grow and do your own thing. That’s life.” He ran his hand over her hair as he added, “But yes, it’s nice to hear you’ll find some time for your old man.”

“That’s the thing, Da. You’re not old.” She pulled back to look up at him again. “You act like you’re a hundred, but you’re only forty. You’ve been so…” Her voice trailed off.

“What? Say what’s on your mind, sweetheart.” Colin gently held her chin. “Always speak plain to me.”

“I see Mum with Jimmy and it made me realize how much happier she is now.” Roisin’s voice was gentle; he knew she was treading with caution, not wanting to hurt his feelings. “I never realized how unhappy she was, all this time. Thought that was… well, that she was just like that. I didn’t know any different. Seeing her happy like this… it’s nice. She’s like a different person.”

He only nodded. Good for Trish. Why not?

“And it made me think that I’d like to see you brighten up too, that’s all.”

“I am who I am, Roisin.”

“No.” She shook her head stubbornly. “Why bother getting divorced after all this time if not to change things? If you’re not going to go out and find some new happiness?”

He could barely speak. His little girl was more insightful than he’d given her credit for. “One doesn’t just ‘get happy’ with a snap of the fingers, love,” he finally said.

“That’s rubbish.”

“Is it now? You’re an expert all of a sudden?”

“Da. I’ve…” She swallowed hard. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you happy. Except sometimes with me and my brothers. You’re always so… reined in. Not with us, never with us, we know how much you love us. I mean, y’know. In general. You’re closed off, or boxed in. Maybe both.”

Colin just stared at her. Aloof, Maggie had called him. Gruff, distant, taciturn, stoic, measured… she hadn’t spared any terms. She always said it lightly, to soften the blow, but she hadn’t been wrong. Now to know his little girl thought of him that way made his stomach clench.

“A man has responsibilities in life,” Colin said quietly. “Family, work… I’ve done what I had to do. Real life isn’t fun and games, Roisin.”

“It doesn’t mean you have to roll over and play dead, either,” Roisin said. “Or what’s the point?” Angst flashed in her eyes. “Is that what I have to look forward to, then? Growing up and growing cold? Being miserable? I should just give up and say, ‘that’s life, nothing matters,’ and go through the motions?”

“No!” Colin barked. Something rose up in him at her prodding words, a rush of urgency. “I don’t want that for you! And that’s not even what I’m saying.”

“Ah, I see. So it’s okay for you to be unhappy and just plod through life, but not me. Or Stephen, or Patrick. We deserve better, but you don’t?” She stared back balefully. “Do ya hear yourself?”

“Are you fifteen or fifty?” he growled.

“You’re just mad ’cos ya know I’m right.”

Suddenly overcome, he raised his hands to her face, shocked to realize they were trembling. “I’m not mad at you. But yes… I want more for you and your brothers than I had. That’s all I want in the world, love.”

“More than you had. You know, Da… I can do math.” Roisin’s eyes took on a glint. “Patrick was born six months after you and Mum married. I know why you got married. Because you had to, not because you wanted to.”

Colin’s hands dropped from her face. He’d never had this conversation with any of his kids. He’d wondered if they’d figured it out, felt certain they had, but never brought it up. “I won’t deny it,” he whispered. “I won’t insult you that way.”

“You couldn’t deny it if you wanted to. It’s fact.”

He only nodded.

“So you did the right thing and married Mum. And you’ve both been miserable ever since.”

His jaw set tightly. “Not at first, love.” He hated for his child to think of this. “We… we loved each other at first. But too much to deal with, at such a young age… I guess it knocked it out of both of us.”

“I figured that. And Ireland isn’t exactly divorce-friendly.”


“No.” His mouth twisted ruefully as he thought of how he and Trish had still had to live together, in the same house, for five years after they’d agreed to divorce. “No, it’s not an easy thing.”

“So tell me the truth,” Roisin said. “Why’d you ask for a divorce? After all those years? Most would just keep going through the motions, cheat on the side, plod through however they had to and keep living the sham.”

“That’s not who I am. I honor my commitments. I’d never cheat on your mother. I never did, you know.”

“I’m sure. You’re the most honorable person I’ve ever known,” Roisin said. “Now please answer my question. Why go through with it?”

Colin swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump in his throat. She was killing him with her kindness, insight, and straight talk. But there were things he couldn’t discuss with his fifteen-year-old daughter. Wouldn’t. So he only said, “I was tired of living as we were. Your mum was too.”

“Living a lie.”

“It wasn’t a lie. We built a family and made a good home for you all.”

“Aye, that’s true,” Roisin said. “You were both living in misery, though. You didn’t love each other. You barely liked each other. You co-existed. You think we didn’t know that? See it every day?”

He sighed heavily but nodded. “I’m sorry for that. But why are you bringing all this up now?”

“Because last night, I heard Mum saying good night to Jimmy on the phone. Telling him she loved him. Being flirty, laughing. Her face was all dreamy and happy.” Roisin shuffled her feet. “It shocked me.”

“Upset you too?”

“No, not at all. It was just surprising to hear her like that, see her face… you two never had that. It made me realize why you two were always so cool to each other.” She fidgeted with a lock of her hair. “I want that someday,” she admitted. “The love part.”

His breath tripped, caught in his throat. He cupped her cheek and managed to say, “And you should. Don’t ever settle for anything less.”

“You did.”

Jesus Christ. What to say to that? His chest felt tight, his heart falling to his stomach. “Yes,” he finally admitted in a rough whisper. “But Roisin… your mother and I love you and your brothers with all our hearts. I… I have some regrets. I’m sure your mum does too. But the one thing I know I can speak for her on is this: we don’t regret having you three.” He desperately needed her to understand. If she didn’t, he’d failed as a parent. “You know that, don’t you? Tell me you do.”

“Of course. I’ve never felt unloved or unwanted. It’s you two… it just makes me sad.” She gazed up at him for a long beat, then said, “My heart aches for you, Da.”

His heart squeezed like someone had thrown it into a vise. He tried to swallow down the lump that’d all but closed his throat, but he couldn’t.

The front door opened. Trish looked at them. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt. Thought I heard voices, just wanted to check.”

Colin nodded at her, cleared his throat hard, then kissed his daughter’s head once more. “Great seeing you. Text me, kid.”

“I will. Maybe I’ll even call you.” Roisin grinned mischievously. “If I get bored.”

“Rotten, you are.” He winked and chuckled. “See you soon.” He nodded at his ex-wife. “Trish.”

“Take care,” she said plainly.

He turned and walked back to his car. Emotion rushed through him, turning his skull into a vessel for white noise and his heart into a heavy drum. All the way home, he replayed the conversation with his daughter in his head. When had she gotten so insightful, so mature? How could he have deluded himself into thinking his kids hadn’t seen his and Trish’s relationship for what it was?

My heart aches for you, Da.

He didn’t want his child to feel sorry for him. And he didn’t want her, or any of them, to follow in his footsteps and settle for less in life, on any front. But he hadn’t set a very good example, had he.

Yes, he’d done the honorable thing, from when he was a wee boy. Being the oldest son made him feel he had the McKinnon name to uphold, and his parents hadn’t told him any different. Doing the honorable thing, the ‘right thing,’ was woven into his DNA, through the threads of his very core. But what was the point of doing the right thing if it left everyone feeling trapped, drained, or unhappy?

The honorable thing wasn’t always what was best, or even right.

He punched the steering wheel. It was easy to look back with clear hindsight, wasn’t it? His choices were made, his life sealed. Damn it all to hell, he wanted better for his kids. But how could he tell his kids not to settle for less when he’d done just that, and they knew it?

With a heavy heart, he parked the car, cut the engine, and sat quietly. He couldn’t change the past. But maybe he could still show them that it was never too late to follow your dreams. Not even dating, but doing other things. Maybe they’d be impressed with him reaching for new goals, striving to do more and be better, later in life. Maybe it was time to start living again, for a million reasons.

And not just for his kids, though that was a bloody good reason. But for himself.




Chapter Five


Maggie smiled as she looked at the scenery passing by. Kissing the famous Blarney Stone had been amusing, and the castle and its gardens had been wonderful to see, but the lush rolling hills of the Irish countryside were much more captivating. Deep shades of green as far as she could see, under the glare of a cloudy sky that barely hid the sun… ancient stone walls, sheep dotting the greens… it was magnificent. This land spoke to her very soul.

“God, I do love Ireland,” she breathed.

“That’s good to hear,” Colin said at her side. “Seeing as you’re here and all.”

She quirked a grin at his snarky tone. “Wise-ass.”

He grinned back.

She nudged his side with her elbow and buttoned up her new purchase. She only allowed herself one or two souvenirs from each destination. If she got more than that, she’d have to carry them around, and no way was that happening. As it was, she had everything she needed able to go into one wheeled suitcase and her backpack. On the occasions when something special or large in size utterly grabbed her, she’d buy it and have it shipped to her parents in Ohio for safekeeping. They said they didn’t mind and stored all her packages in her old room, now a converted guest room. One day, she’d have to go back there and claim the treasures from around the world waiting for her.

But this time, she not only couldn’t resist this purchase, but had planned on it. Her fleece-lined hoodie was starting to look worn; time to donate it to charity. She ran her hands over the thick wool of her new hooded cardigan. The Aran sweater was superbly made, and the deep shade of blue was gorgeous. This would be her main Ireland souvenir, but continue to keep her warm and stylish wherever she went.

“You really love that,” Colin noted, watching her all but nuzzle herself as her hands trailed over her own arms.

“I do. It’s wonderful.”

“The color suits you.”

“Thanks.” She held up her forearm to his jawline. “It’d look even better on you. Sets off your amazing eyes.”

He let out a low chuckle and looked away with a bashful grin. “Sweet talker.”

The small bus hit a bump in the road as it traveled over the dirt road to Cork, sending her hard against his side. He instinctively clutched her knee, protective, before meeting her eyes and releasing her.

He went back to gazing out the window. She gazed at him. Her eyes ran over every feature of his handsome face. Something had changed in the past few days, a small but noticeable shift. His demeanor since meeting her yesterday at the museum, and today too… he’d been not as guarded. Even, perhaps, openly glad to be with her.

At the museum cafeteria, he’d asked where she was off to for the weekend, and she’d told him about her planned trip to Blarney Castle. That she’d take a sightseeing tour from there to Cork, roam the city and stay at a small inn overnight, then go on to Cobh before heading back to Dublin on Sunday evening. She figured as soon as he heard the word “Blarney,” he’d roll his eyes and grouse about how cliché it was to go there. But to her surprise, he’d asked, “Mind some company?”

“Really?” She hadn’t bothered to stamp down her smile. “You’d want to go with me on such a tourist trap day trip?”

“I haven’t been in a long time. Took my kids when they were wee. Now, going with a Yank… could be interesting.” He shrugged and added, “Besides, I have the time off if I want. I keep hearing I need to get out more. I’m thinking it’s time I did.”

His eyes had revealed more beyond his words. He genuinely wanted to go. Whether to be with her, or just to get out of town for a short time, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t care. He wanted to do something and was vocalizing it, taking an action. She was almost oddly proud of him. “I’d love for you to join me,” she said. “I’ll change the reservation at the inn, get a second room.”

“I’ll pay whatever’s my share—the inn, the tour, any of it. That goes without saying.”

“All right. You’re on.”

He’d even gone out with her that night to shoot pool. They’d relaxed and enjoyed themselves. It almost felt like a date. But at the end of the night, she only gave him a light peck on the cheek, sensing he wasn’t ready or willing for more than that.

And here they were, having spent the morning together strolling the iconic grounds of Blarney Castle. He hadn’t laughed at her as she took a million pictures and notes. He’d even helped hold her as she’d had to twist and lean down backward to kiss the Blarney Stone; it was an awkward angle to reach it, harder than people knew.

She’d done it before, of course. Dublin had been the second city on that very first trip after graduation. Zack had held her as she’d reached down. She remembered how they’d laughed so hard…

Maggie had been back to Ireland since that first trip, several times, but not to Blarney. Making new memories here was good. Doing it with someone pleasant like Colin was a great way. It didn’t take away from her memories of being there with Zack, but also didn’t let her get choked up by nostalgia as she enjoyed the here and now.

She did enjoy being with Colin. He didn’t crowd her, but was a solid presence, steady and sure. He didn’t judge her ways of working, be it taking so many pictures or jotting down notes or asking tour guides a million questions. He just trailed her silently, those blue eyes bright with interest as he watched her. He was intelligent, courteous, dryly witty. Still cool on the outside, but he was slowly thawing. Colin was actually a sweetheart of a man who tried to hide it behind scowly grunts, frowns, and short but clever comments. She was on to him, whether he knew it or not.

And he smelled really good. She’d noticed that, too. The combo made her head swim: the faintest trace of something woodsy and soap and a masculine element that was all Colin. Sitting this close, bunched together on the seat in the old bus, she inhaled, and it made her mouth water. She wanted to lick him. Trail her tongue right up the strong column of his throat and breathe him in, nibble her way along his neck…

As if he sensed her increasingly wicked thoughts, he turned his head and met her eyes. Busted, she blushed a bit but grinned.

He gazed back, those intense marine eyes boring into hers. Desire shimmered through her, a rush of pure heat. Finally the corners of his full mouth lifted in a sexy little smirk. As if he’d read her lascivious mind. Her panties instantly got damp.

God help her, he turned her on.

Maybe she’d have to do something about that, she mused. She was pretty sure he never would. Too uptight, too reluctant, and too much of a gentleman. It would have to come from her. When and if the opportunity presented itself, she would go for it.
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After a long walk through the streets of Cork, they decided to have dinner in a small pub in the center of town. Classic 70s rock music played as they slid into a booth and perused their menus. Maggie snapped a few pictures, then plugged her phone into what looked like a small brick, what Colin realized was a portable battery.

She usually talked much more than he did. She was outgoing to the point of gregarious, and combined with natural curiosity about whoever she was with or where she was. He thought she would have made quite the investigative reporter if she wasn’t doing the travel thing. She had a way of drawing him out of himself, getting him to talk when he didn’t think he had anything to say. He wasn’t totally comfortable with that… but it also secretly amused and delighted him.

No one had been curious to hear his thoughts on much for a long time. It more than flattered him; it made him want to be more open with her, and okay with that.

The server came to take their orders. Maggie ordered shepherd’s pie. Colin was famished and ordered a hearty steak dinner, with sides of roasted vegetables and homemade onion rings.

“Oh man. Wait, I changed my mind,” Maggie said to the young man. “That sounds amazing. I’ll have the same.”

“Very good, lass,” the server said as he jotted it down.

“And a whiskey, please,” she said. “Tullamore Dew, if you have it.”

“Of course.”

Colin lifted a brow. “The hard stuff tonight?”

“When in Rome…” She grinned. “Join me?”

“Sure,” he said. “Make it two.”

Her words from days before echoed in his head. I only tie one on in safe places, with safe people. That meant she truly felt safe with him, and he had to admit, he liked that.

“Goin’ to get drunk on me?” he asked, unable to help himself.

“Stupid drunk? No,” she said with a chuckle. “Comfortably toasty, yes. The inn is only, what, two blocks from here? You’ll walk me home, then right up to my room. I’ve got a lock on the door, and your room is just down the hall. If I screamed, you’d be able to hear me. So, I’ll be safe and fine. Those are all acceptable circumstances.”

The fading sunlight streamed through the window and lit the side of her pretty face, then hit her wedding band, glinting off the gold. He wondered what she’d been like when she was married, had a traveling companion at her side, not having to consider even the smallest details. Even freer than she seemed now… “It must be hard, having to think about your safety all the time.”

She shrugged, but her expression showed she mulled over his words before answering. “It’s just second nature to me now, so it’s not hard. It just is.”

“Traveling the world on your own, male or female, is no easy thing. But as a woman… there are so many extra precautions.” Colin nodded at the server in thanks as he set down their drinks. “You seem to be very smart about all that, and I admire it. But it’s a shame you have to be that careful in the first place. It just… I think you know what I’m trying to say.”

“I do. But that’s reality, my new friend.” She clinked her glass to his. “To a lovely day, and to you joining me for it. I think you’re having fun in spite of yourself.”

He chuckled low but didn’t disagree. “Sláinte.” The whiskey burned a trail of welcome warmth down his throat. “Ah, that’s good.”

“It is.” She smiled at him, then took another sip. “Can I show you something? Don’t want to freak you out, but maybe it’ll make you feel better.”

His brows furrowed instantly. “I suppose…”

Her grin widened at his reticence. She sat up a bit straighter, dug into the front pocket of her jeans, and pulled something out. She placed it on the table before him.

He realized it was a pocketknife. Puzzled, he looked at it for a long beat, then back up at her.

“You’re not allowed to fly with weapons,” she said. “So every time I get to a new place, I find a store on my first day and buy a new pocketknife. I keep it as long as I’m able. Then I give it away to someone on my way to the airport for my next flight. Buy a new one when I land.”

He took another swallow of whiskey.

“I told you the kinds of self-defense I’ve learned. Picked up things in different places. I’m no ninja, but I can put up a damn good fight if someone tries something.” She reached for the knife and put it back in her pocket. “And I always have one of these, either on my body, or at night, under my pillow.”

“What happened to you?” Colin asked softly.

“I’m okay, but yeah, things have happened.” She spoke a little faster, as if steamrolling over the heart of what he’d asked was too much so she’d just talk over it. “I just don’t want you to be worried about me, as sweet as that is. I’m showing you, telling you, that I’m as prepared as I can be. I’m proactive.”

“What happened to you?” He repeated the question, even gentler this time.

She paused, the look of assurance shifting into one of ambivalence. “You don’t want to hear my war stories.”

“Actually, I think I do.”

She blinked, meeting his direct gaze. She took another sip of whiskey. “I’ve been traveling by myself for four and a half years now. I’ve been mugged twice, threatened countless times, and there were four separate attempted rapes.”

Colin’s skin went clammy, the shiver that skittered over him going bone deep. But before he could respond, she barreled on, “Attempted. That’s the key word, Colin. I’m fine.”

He shook his head, fumbling for the right words.

“Jesus, you went pale. You dear, sweet man.” She reached across the table and covered his hand with hers. “The first time, I was so shaken, I hid in my hotel room for two days after, afraid to go out. I almost gave it all up right then. Realized that traveling the world alone, as a woman, was probably a stupid, reckless thing to do.” She squeezed his hand before drawing it back. “Then I heard Zack’s voice in my head. ‘My girl ain’t a quitter.’ That’s what he would’ve said. And besides… where would I have gone? Without Zack, I didn’t have a home to go to. So… I finally left my hotel, and went right to a nearby gym that offered boxing lessons. By the end of the day, I was punching a bag, and feeling a lot better.”

She was such a fighter. A born fighter. “I admire your strength,” Colin finally said. “More so than even before.”

“Well, thanks, but that’s not why I brought any of this up. I just wanted you to know I take care of myself as best I can. I won’t let idiots stop me from living my life.”

“As you shouldn’t.” Colin was shaken, and he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was as simple as it was the thought of Maggie having to fend off an attacker, much less multiple times. Maybe it was something more, but he wasn’t sure what. Either way, imagining any man harming her made his blood boil.

“Do you know why I always wear my hair in a ponytail?” she asked.

Thrown by the random change of subject, he only shook his head.

“Because sometimes I go months and months without getting my hair cut, so this is the best way. And because it’s easy.” She leaned in on her elbows. “You okay?”

“I…” He gazed at her, still feeling his blood pulse in his veins.

“Stop it.” Her eyes narrowed on him. “You’re picturing it. Me being attacked. It’s all over your face. I’m right, right?”


He nodded. “It’s just… I’m horrified for you.”

“Thanks for that, but look at me,” she commanded. “I’m fine. So stop it. Okay?”

He nodded again, blowing out a long breath before knocking back a gulp of whiskey. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’re sweet.”

He groaned at that, shaking his head.

“You are,” she insisted, smiling at his obvious discomfort from her compliment. “I see it more every time we hang out. And especially when you talk about your kids.”

“Well… they’re my kids.”

“Well, hate to tell you, but I’ve met plenty of men who don’t light up when they talk about their kids. You don’t light up about most things, but you do about them.” She leaned back as the server moved in with their entrees, placing their dishes in front of them. Aromas sent from heaven wafted in the air. Colin stole one more sip of his drink as the server said, “Enjoy yer meals.”

“Oh my God,” Maggie moaned, wide-eyed at their heaping plates. “I think I just had a foodgasm.”

Colin nearly choked on his whiskey. The server laughed out loud before walking away.

They ate for a few minutes in companionable silence. But soon she was at it again with her never-ending questions.

“You said you’re one of eight kids?” Maggie asked.

“Aye. I’m the third.”

“Me too.”

“So you said.”

“I was just thinking about how different families can be,” Maggie mused as she scooped up another forkful of mashed potatoes. “You clearly have such a deep sense of family. I… never did.”

“Were they rotten to ya?” He phrased it like a joke to lighten the loaded question.

“No. They just… kind of ignored me.” She shrugged.

Colin shook his head. “I know what it’s like to feel ignored in your own home. I’m sorry.”

“You mean your ex-wife, though. Not your parents.” Maggie grinned and added playfully, “C’mon, the firstborn son? You were their pride and joy, I’m sure.”

“Maybe.” Definitely. He didn’t want to say it in light of her own family issues. “When’s the last time you went back to Ohio and saw your parents? Just curious.”

“Um… Christmas, year before last. So what’s that, over a year and a half, I guess? Then.”

“How’d that go?”

“Fine. They’ve been nicer since the accident.”

“The accident,” he repeated, then realized what she meant. The accident that had killed her husband and left her in a coma for a week. He cut into the last of his steak. “I’m sure they were very grateful you survived. They must love you, Maggie. I mean… look, I don’t know your family history, I don’t mean to insinuate myself. I’m just—”

“No worries. You sound like… a good parent.”

He frowned at that.

“I know they love me. They just never understood me. So it was easier to shower their attention on the daughters they did.” She took a long swallow, finishing her whiskey. Looking around the pub, she caught their server’s eye and lifted her glass with one of her dazzling smiles, her way of asking for another. Then she turned that smile on Colin and it almost blinded him. “Interesting how tonight you keep managing to direct the conversation to being about me. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

“It’s not a ploy,” Colin said, mildly flustered. “I’m interested in you.”

Her eyes lit and twinkled. “Are ya now?”

He blushed. He actually fucking blushed; his face felt like it was on fire. He wanted to strangle himself. “I didn’t mean… bloody hell.”

Her giggle was light and satisfied, making him only blush harder.

“You’re a cheeky one. Go ahead, laugh.” Giving in, he finally cracked a grin himself, then reached for his whiskey and drained what was left of it. “What I meant was you interest me, as a person. I find you interesting. You’ve quite a story.”

“I do indeed.” Her expression was wickedly playful and a little sexy and he wanted to ravage her. “Thank you. I find you interesting too.”

“I don’t know why,” he said, neatly cutting the last bite of his juicy filet and savoring it on his tongue. “Compared to your life, mine’s pretty boring.”

“Maybe you think your life is boring,” she said, “but you’re not boring.”

He met her eyes, swallowing his mouthful before saying plainly, “Yes, I am.”

“I disagree.” Her gaze deepened. “And not only that, you’re handsome as hell.”

His stomach gave a little flip, almost like butterflies. Here he was, a forty-year-old man, and this feisty girl was giving him butterflies. It was absurd.

“Another round,” the server said, setting down two new glasses of whiskey before them. “Shall I clear your plates?”

“Yes, please. It was amazing,” Maggie said, smiling. “Please tell the cook.”

“I surely will, lass.”

Colin waited until he walked away before saying to Maggie, “You’re a hopeless flirt, aren’t you?”

“Nah. I’m not hopeless.” She winked.

“You must be feeling that whiskey,” he said.

“I am a bit, but guess what?” She raised her glass and tapped it to his. “I thought you were gorgeous before I started drinking.”

He gaped at her.

“Don’t worry, Mister McKinnon,” she said, her voice downright sinful. “I’m just flirting. I won’t jump you. You look petrified.”

That spurred him into finally responding. “Not petrified. Stupefied.”

She laughed, a full, warm sound that grabbed hold of his insides.

“Though maybe I should be petrified,” he added. “Seein’ as how you could likely kick my arse and all.”

“Oh, Colin,” she purred, eyeing him over the rim of her glass. “I promise if you ever tried to kiss me, kicking your arse would be the furthest thing from my mind.”

Their gazes locked. He hadn’t flirted in so long, he didn’t know how anymore. He just stared back, mesmerized that this beautiful woman was flirting with him at all.

“By the way,” she said, “I don’t flirt like this with every man I meet. But… what can I say? You… interest me. As a person. I find you interesting.” After echoing his words, she winked again and took a long sip of her drink.

He felt frozen in his seat. Was she toying with him? Because for her to be interested in him… simply, he just couldn’t believe that. Why would someone like her be interested in him? He was a decade older, led a boring life, was tied to the ground with his family… everything she wasn’t. The whiskey must have gone to her head.
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The night sky was still light at nine p.m. Maggie and Colin walked from the pub to the inn side by side. Earlier, they’d checked in and dropped off their things. Now it was just a matter of getting back, getting up to their rooms, and getting some sleep. They weren’t touching, but God he wanted to. He wanted to reach out and take her hand, pull her close, feel her against him. He wanted to close his mouth over hers and taste her, see if her hair felt as soft in his hands as he imagined it would, let his hands run over her curves and learn every alluring inch of her.

He wouldn’t, of course. He’d never cross the line like that. She felt safe in his presence, and especially given what he’d learned tonight, he wanted her to have no qualms about him in any way. But he felt her presence so strongly, especially when she was this close. There was an energy there, almost palpable between them… he stole a glance at her. Her pale cheeks had spots of color, no doubt from the two whiskeys she’d enjoyed. Christ, she was lovely.

He swallowed hard. He’d have to be a dead man not to want her. And one thing that time with her over the days had showed him was that he wasn’t dead yet after all. This woman, with her blinding smile and infectious good nature, had swept into his life and woken him up. She made him feel very much alive.

She made him feel, period. Which was both exhilarating and scary as hell.

As they trudged up the flight of stairs from the lobby of the inn to their rooms, she wobbled a bit, giggling at herself.

“You’re a bit in your cups,” he noted, steadying her with a gentle hand at the small of her back.

“Is that charming Irish for drunk?” She grinned and admitted, “If so, then yup, a little.”

“I’ll see you straight to your door, then.”

“Always a gentleman. I do like that about you.”


He bit back the reply that this evening, he’d entertained some thoughts that weren’t so gentlemanly. Thoughts that included slowly undressing her to see what color her bra and panties might be… what her body looked like bathed in moonlight… what she’d feel like under his hands and mouth.

He started getting hard again just thinking about it.

“Room number three…” she said as they walked down the hallway. They stopped in front of her door and she turned to him, smiling. “Thank you for a truly lovely day, Colin. I’m so glad you decided to join me.”

“I am too. Thank you as well.”

They stared at each other for a moment, the air crackling between them.

She edged close, put her hands on his shoulders, and leaned up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. It was dangerously close to his lips, almost landing on the corner of his mouth. The light touch of her soft lips against his skin sent currents shooting down his spine. She lingered for a second, then pulled back, looking into his eyes. “Good night.”

“Good night,” he murmured, his heart beating in hard, thick thumps as he gazed down at her. “Meet you downstairs at nine, right?”

“Mm hmm.” Her eyes trailed over his face, lingering for a few seconds on his mouth before she smiled. “Sweet dreams, Colin.” She turned away, fit the key into the lock, and went into her room, closing the door gently behind her.

He stood there for a long moment, his blood pulsing through his body and his heart still thumping, before he blinked as if to clear the spell she’d cast over him and go to his own room. He’d have sweet dreams, all right. Of her.




Chapter Six


The next two weeks seemed to go quickly. Maggie went to another destination every day, and met Colin for a drink at the pub every evening but Wednesdays. That was the night he had dinner with his daughter, and one of his sons too sometimes. So that was the night she chose to stay in her flat and catch up on organizing all her notes, writing about where she’d gone and what she’d seen, beginning to make a report for her employer more cohesive instead of being overwhelmed at the end of the job.

She wanted this to be a solid piece. She took pride in her work, and had never been hired to do something on this grand a scale. If she did it well, perhaps she’d be able to parlay that into another similar job, one that paid well and allowed her to spend time in another wonderful place.


Funny how completely comfortable she was in Dublin. She’d never settle down, but if she ever did… which, of course, she figured she’d have to one day, when she was a little old lady on her own… she gazed out the window of her living room, down to the bustling street below. The more time she spent in this charming city, with its unbelievably friendly people, great food and drink, and vibrant culture and history, the more she loved everything about it.

Zack’s face appeared in her mind, unbidden. A flash of memory: him wrapping his arm around her shoulders and pulling her in for a quick kiss as they’d strolled down a street in Dublin on their first trip. His dark eyes merry as he said, “This is an amazing city. We should drop anchor here once we’re done traveling. Let’s move here.”

“Okay,” she’d said, smiling back up at him.

It was the first time they’d played that little game, which became a running joke between them. When they loved a place, one would say to the other, “Let’s move here.” The list had grown long over their few years together, but they’d made a second trip to Ireland a few months before the accident. The Emerald Isle held a special allure for her, even more than for Zack, and he’d gladly indulged her. They’d spent a few days at an inn on the west coast, taking in the wilder countryside before going on to Belfast and Dublin.

After, when Maggie was alone, she’d gone back to Ireland a third time, a quick two-day visit to Dublin to visit Ciara before flying across to the highlands of Scotland for a three week tour. And now this job, her fourth jaunt to Ireland… the country did seem to keep drawing her back.

But three months here. Three whole months. That was a long time. It was enough time to feel weighted by the connections. To get to know people on a deeper level and forge routines. Saying hello to familiar faces in the grocery, or down at the pub. People who recognized her, day after day. She hadn’t done that in years… it was a curious thing, and she didn’t quite know how she felt about that yet. It made her wonder how long it’d be until the itch would kick in, the little nagging feeling that hit, the one that whispered, Don’t get comfortable. Gotta keep moving. And she’d always heed that voice.

But so far, so good. She was happy in Dublin.

Her cell phone dinged with a text, jolting her from her thoughts.

Hi, it’s Colin. Are you around?


There was the other added bonus about spending time in Dublin. Her growing acquaintance with this wrapped up tight, slow burn of a handsome man. Maggie glanced at the time. A bit past seven. Hi yourself. What’s up? Weren’t you seeing your kids for dinner tonight?

Still with them, he wrote back. I told them I’ve been going places on the weekends with a female American travel blogger and they didn’t believe me. Can you tell me the name of your YouTube account? Or the website? Can’t recall either right now and they want proof you exist.

Maggie chuckled to herself and texted back the info. Then she took a quick selfie of herself and sent it to him. Show them this and tell them I said hi. See, I exist!

Well done, lass, Colin wrote back. Thanks! Talk to you later.

Enjoy your kids, Maggie texted, adding a smiley emoji.

Smiling softly, she settled back into the couch. Colin McKinnon was warming up to her. She wondered if he realized it. Getting him to smile and talk, much less slowly emerge from his self-imposed cage, had become something of a personal mission for her. He was a good man. But holy crap, so deeply wounded. His regrets over his past and his failed marriage had left him drowning in self-flagellation. Left him adrift.

She recognized a fellow wounded soul who needed a life raft. A line to tow him back to shore and help him find his footing again on steady ground. That had been her not so long ago.

It made her want to reach out to him. To soothe him, to jumpstart him, to open his eyes, to… she wasn’t totally sure what. Sure, she was attracted to him. And yes, she’d absolutely do something about that before much longer. But it wasn’t just that. She genuinely liked him; in spite of their differences, they’d connected.

Making Colin smile again, perhaps even ease back into living again, was one of her main reasons to travel. When she’d started out again on her own, she’d been so lost, in such a haze of grief. Meeting and connecting with others had helped her gain perspective, learn about herself and what she could do on her own… live again. Now, she liked to pay it forward, bring light to people if she could. Giving to others, doing for others… why had she lived if not to do something magnanimous? Spark some light, connect briefly, then go on her way.

There were no roots for her in this world. She had to keep moving. It was the only way to keep the darkness that crouched and hovered at the periphery at bay.
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Colin stared at the photo Maggie had texted him. It was pure Maggie Spencer. Her blonde hair in its usual ponytail, face clear of makeup save for mascara and a bit of lip color, a sparkle in her warm brown eyes and that sunny smile. It looked like she was in a flat, from the background; he hadn’t been to her place yet, so he was assuming. She’d probably snapped the quick selfie without thinking twice of it. No attempt at the perfect angle or playing with filters, as he often watched Roisin do. Maggie didn’t need filters. She was unfiltered light and color and energy.

“She’s really pretty,” Roisin said. “Don’t you think so, Da?”

His eyes snapped up. Both she and Stephen were staring at him, inquisitive and a bit mischievous. Colin felt like a kid who’d been caught at something. “Aye, she is.”

“How old is she?” Roisin asked.

“Thirty.”

“Bit young for ya, no?” Stephen quipped.

“No,” Roisin answered before Colin could answer. “Not at all. You’re daft.”

“We’re not dating,” Colin said brusquely. “So you can both just relax with that.”

“What are you doing, then?” Roisin’s brows lifted in demand.

“I told you. Just friends, kinda. Not even. She’ll be here for a short time, then go on her way. I take day trips with her sometimes, go places. I tag along, keep her company.” Colin sipped his beer. “It’s been… fun. Why not? You’re the one who told me to get out more, right?”

“Right. I’m glad you met her and are doing things.” Roisin’s grin turned cheeky. “Helps that she’s so easy on the eyes, too.”

“Stop it, you. You’re a troublemaker.” Colin glanced over at his son, who was staring at his phone. “Find it?”

“Oh, aye.” Stephen’s blue eyes stayed on the screen. “She’s been in Ireland before, ya know. Look.” He turned the phone around so both Colin and Roisin could see. “It’s from a few years ago, mind. I went to her YouTube channel, looked for anything from Ireland, boom there ya go. Who’s the guy?”


Colin’s throat closed up as he realized what he was watching. Maggie at Blarney Castle with a young, handsome man. Dark hair long enough for the curls to peek out from under a ballcap, dark eyes, lean build. Radiating confidence and charisma. “Did either of them say his name?” Colin asked, but he knew of course.

“Sure,” Stephen said. “It’s not what she calls her channel now, but it’s listed in the archive, as ‘ZMTravels.’ She called him Zack?”

“Aye,” Colin murmured, his gaze glued to the screen. The young couple walked along the green at the castle, the very same stretch of land he and Maggie had strolled across just a few days before. She’d mentioned to Colin that she’d been there once before, but a long time ago, so she wanted to go again for the sake of her commentary being timely and up-to-date. He wondered now how many memories she’d wrestled with that day.

The video was slightly shaky; Zack’s long arm was up, he was holding the phone above them as they walked slowly. His other arm was around Maggie’s shoulders, curling her into his side, clearly affectionate. Zack’s voice—was that a Southern twang? Colin wasn’t sure—was strong and filled with humor. Maggie stared up at him as he talked as if he were the best thing she’d ever seen. Her hair was shorter, loose as it fell onto her shoulders, and her expression was open and free. She threw her head back and laughed, that full and wonderful sound Colin had become familiar with, and it made his heart squeeze.

God, she’d been so happy. So in love with her husband. Though a glance at the date showed this was from eight years ago; they weren’t married yet. They were just at the beginning of their journey together, the world their oyster, their whole lives in front of them. A hint of nausea churned in Colin’s stomach, knowing how the story ended.

His stomach twisted harder as he watched the dead man talk. An amiable young man so full of life… it actually made Colin’s gut hurt. After a few minutes, Zack gave the camera a thumbs up, Maggie waved goodbye, and the video ended.

“Good enough, I guess,” Stephen said.

“Whoever he is, he’s dreamy as bloody hell,” Roisin sighed.

Colin swallowed hard. His nerves buzzed and the hair on the back of his neck prickled. It was as if he’d seen a ghost… and really, hadn’t he? “That was her husband,” he said gruffly. “He died a few years ago. Car accident. She travels alone now.”

Roisin’s eyes flew wide. Stephen’s lips flattened into a thin line as he tapped his phone, turning off the app.

“That’s so horrible,” Roisin whispered.

“Yes. But Maggie’s fine,” Colin said. He drew a long breath. No doubt about it; seeing Zack Spencer had spooked him. “It’s tragic. But actually, she’s one of the strongest women I’ve ever met. Seems fearless.”

“It’s just so sad,” Roisin said. “I mean… did you see them? They were only a few years older than us there. Could you see how obviously in love they were?”

Colin swallowed hard. “Aye, they seemed happy.”

“Happy? They were like something out of a movie. Oh God, that poor man. Poor her.” Roisin sighed again, but not with longing this time. With sadness. “He must have been so young when he died if she’s only thirty now. It’s just so awful.”

“Calm yourself,” Stephen said. “Ya don’t even know them, why get yourself so worked up?”

Roisin rolled her eyes at her brother. “You have no heart.”

“Sure I do. I just don’t let it get all twisted up over people I don’t know.”

“Good Lord, Stephen. Can’t you feel for someone, just because they’re human? That gorgeous man died.” Roisin shook her head at him, then turned her mournful gaze back to her father. “How does someone get over that? I can’t imagine what she…”

Colin sipped his drink, trying to ease the tightness inside his chest. He didn’t know if Maggie was over it. He’d never dared to ask. But in spite of her positivity, something told him the answer was that she never would be over it, not completely.

All the sunlight and sparkle he saw in her… he knew now it was different. Still genuine, just altered somehow. Because seeing the younger, married to the love of her life Maggie… that girl had exuded light and love in a way he’d never seen in anyone. That light was real, that was pure. And that pure light had likely been extinguished, eventually replaced by the kind of light that was found again from deep inside, just as natural, but one found again through strength and time. Just as deep, but without… innocence. Maggie had moved on with her life, survived and even thrived, but she was forever changed. Colin knew that now, as much as he’d ever known anything.

It made him feel dark and heavy inside.

“I feel for her loss too,” he finally said. “I can’t imagine it either. It’s a testament to her strength and will, I suppose. She’s made a good life for herself.”

“Yes, but alone,” Roisin said. “She must feel so alone.”

Colin gazed at her. Again he wondered when his girl had gotten so bloody insightful. “You’re a big softy. And a good girl. I love your heart, Roisin.”

She smiled softly, but Stephen snorted in disdain. “She’s no good girl, she’s a pain in the arse.”

Roisin smacked her brother’s shoulder and they started to bicker lightly.

Colin watched them and felt something new snake through him. Gratitude. He knew what it was to feel alone, he had for years. But at least he wasn’t truly alone, when it came down to it; he had his children. He had his extended family. What did Maggie have? Yes, she’d seen the world, and he envied her that. But at the end of it, all she truly had were memories. She was alone in the world, first by choice, then by fate. He couldn’t help it, he felt sorry for her. The more he thought about the pain of her losing her husband, tried to imagine what she’d gone through, the more it ate at him.

Later that night, Colin couldn’t sleep. He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, his mind full of speculation and questions that fed into more questions. Did Maggie feel more alone than she let on, or had she come to a place of acceptance and was truly happy to jet across the globe by herself? Did she ever think of having a family of her own? Kids? A house? Somewhere to hang her hat? Or was she planning on just traveling continuously for the rest of her life? Did she truly want to be a rootless nomad, or did she want more?

But who was he to say ‘more’? What was ‘more,’ really? Kids and a house weren’t the end game goals for some people. Some people truly hated to be tied down, as they saw it. Maybe Maggie was one of them. Maybe she wasn’t. He wanted to know.

His mind was consumed by her.

He couldn’t get the sight of that young, bright, loving couple out of his head.

He’d seen love like that. It had never belonged to him, of course. But it had happened to his brothers. Gavin and Aidan looked at their wives like that, and Toni and Maura gazed back at them with the same open, obvious affection. It had gotten under Colin’s skin like a pinprick at Gavin and Toni’s wedding. He’d been startled by it, the love he saw between them. It made him envious, deep down.

Then Aidan, the young charmer who’d dated half the women in Dublin, had been taken down by his love for Maura. Apparently he’d been secretly in love with her the whole time they’d been friends, and after a decade, it’d turned into the kind of deep, devotional bond that people wrote about in fairy tales.

Before that, Colin had suspected maybe love itself was a fairy tale. Or, after years of loneliness within his marriage, convinced himself of that. Then a one-two punch—first Gavin, then Aidan—had made him see love like that was real. It was the last straw for Colin. He couldn’t pretend anymore. Seething with resentment and aching with longing, he’d gotten utterly drunk at Aidan and Maura’s reception… and the next morning, approached Trish about divorcing. He didn’t know if he’d ever find the kind of love like his brothers had. He only knew he owed it, both to himself and to Trish, to be free to try.

Now he’d seen that in Maggie and Zack Spencer. And knowing how their story had ended made him ache for her… for them both, really. What a cruel, cruel thing for people who felt that way to be separated, and so damn young at that.

Colin grunted, flipped his pillow to the cool side, and rolled over again. Who was better off, Maggie or himself? Someone who’d known great love and lost it, or someone who’d never known it at all so hadn’t endured that devastating loss? And was the correct term better off, or worse off?

Colin wasn’t sure who had it worse. He’d never known true romantic love, destined by his actions and choices to go through the motions for years, feeling more empty and lonely with each passing year. She’d known a soul mate, a deeply passionate love, and lost it. No, actually, she hadn’t lost it—it’d been cruelly taken from her.

How did she cope with that? How had she healed?

He wanted to know because… he wanted to fully heal too. Maybe she had answers that had eluded him…

And why did he care? Why did he feel so much for someone he barely knew, when for so long he hadn’t felt much of anything? He didn’t want to look at that too closely. He just knew he couldn’t stop thinking of her. She fascinated him.

He wanted to hold her. And be held by her. Fantasies of them together, naked in bed at night, just holding each other close, filled his head. Hands smoothing over soft skin with soothing gentleness as they lay quietly, taking comfort in each other’s arms…

It was well past two a.m. by the time Colin’s whirring brain slowed enough to allow him to finally fall asleep.




Chapter Seven


Maggie and Colin sat side by side on the bus, both with e-readers in their hands. It was cloudy out, with cool winds blowing across the acres of green that whirred by beyond the windows. Good travel conditions for the three plus hour bus trip to the Cliffs of Moher, and Maggie was grateful. But she kept stealing glances at her traveling companion. Her eyes lingered along his profile, his strong, clean shaven jaw and the creases at the corners of his eyes. The little pucker between his brows as he frowned had returned. Colin was back to being the quiet, reserved man she’d originally met a few weeks ago, and she’d noticed. Something had shifted in him since she’d seen him on Tuesday night, and she wasn’t sure why. It was palpable.

The small talk was still there, but she’d caught him staring at her a few times. Not just staring, but studying her, searching with his intense gaze as if he were trying to find something, piece a puzzle together. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence that had settled between them, but something was clearly up with him, and she couldn’t take another minute. She was always direct.

“Is everything okay with you?” she asked.

His marine-blue eyes lifted from his e-reader to meet hers. “Pardon?”

“You’re different,” she said evenly. “I noticed it last night at the pub, but chalked it up to us both being tired. Nope. You’re different today too.”

“Different how?” His frown deepened.

“You’re holding back on me again. Like in the beginning, before we’d gotten to know each other.” Maggie turned a bit in her seat to better hold his gaze. “If I’ve done something that bothered you, I wish you’d tell me. If something’s wrong, I’d like to know.”

“Nothing’s wrong,” he insisted, but something flashed behind his eyes.

“You’re lying.”

“Excuse me?”

“Something’s bothering you. You came on this weekend trip anyway, but something’s bothering you.” Her head angled as she studied his features, looking for an in. “If it’s not something I’ve done, but something else is going on, maybe you could talk to me about it. I’m a good listener.”

His lips pressed into a flat, thin line as his eyes searched hers. Then he sighed and murmured, “Just have some things on my mind, Maggie.”

“Talking might help.”

“I’m not a big talker.”

“I know. Maybe you should get better at that.” She tried to lighten the moment by placing her hand on his forearm and giving it a gentle squeeze. His eyes tracked her movement before lifting to her face again. “Try me.”

He gazed at her for so long, it almost made her look away. But she waited.

“I have some questions,” he said. “But the thing of it is, they’re really not my business to ask.”

“Questions about me?”

“Aye.”

“Go ahead and ask. If I don’t want to answer, I won’t, but I’m pretty open. You know that.”

He nodded, then cleared his throat as he rubbed his hands together. “Ehm… I don’t know how to start delicately.”

“You don’t have to be delicate with me,” she said with a grin.

“All right. The first week, once I started going places with ya… I read a lot of the entries on your website. Impressive. You’ve traveled extensively. You usually stay in a place from a week to a month, depending on the place. Correct?”

“Correct.” She leaned back a bit, let her head rest against the leather seat.

“It’s not appropriate to ask, it’s not my business, but I’m curious.” His voice dropped low, penitent. “How… how do you afford it? You seem to hop continuously from place to place, and unless you make a lot more writing for your travel blog than I can figure, I don’t know how you do it.”

“Ah.” Maggie sat up straighter. “Okay. It’s a fair question.”

“Is it?” Colin looked uncomfortable. “’Tis not my place to ask such a thing…”

She loved his good manners; even when he was aloof or grouchy, they never faltered. So she leaned closer to speak quietly, not wanting the other passengers to hear. “I told you Zack and I were in a car accident.”

Colin nodded, his eyes locked on hers.

“We were in Savannah, Georgia. Stopped at a red light. We never saw him coming. The driver who hit us had fallen asleep at the wheel, hit us with a small truck.” She saw Colin cringe but kept talking. “The guy was on duty at the time, working for a huge international delivery company, you’ve probably heard of them… anyway. My family got a lawyer, we sued… long awful story short, I was awarded damages.”

Colin took that in, then asked, “Enough to travel non-stop, I gather?”

“Enough to do that, and whatever else, for as long as I want. I put some of it away, invested in things so I’ll have it one day when I’m old and alone. But yeah…” She decided she could tell him and leaned closer to whisper in his ear. “Five million dollars goes a long way.”

Colin’s eyes flew wide. “Sweet Jesus.”

“Funny thing is, I don’t think about it.” She leaned back, still speaking low. “I mean… okay, so I’m set for life. Great. But how do you put a price on a life snuffed out? The money didn’t bring my husband back.” She saw the mixture of wonder and empathy in Colin’s deep blue eyes as he listened to her. “But yes, it gave me the freedom to finish what he and I started together. To blog about traveling and to see the world. I like to think he’d be proud of what I’ve done.”

“I’m sure he would be. I just… that’s… a hell of a thing,” Colin murmured. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything. You asked a question, I answered it. Now you know.” She smiled softly and let her head drop against the seat again. “Anything else?”

“Actually, yes, if that’s all right.”

“Go for it,” she urged.


But he didn’t right away. She waited, wondering what had him churning this way. Finally he said, so quietly she almost didn’t hear, “I saw videos of you and your husband. The original travel blog, the one you had together, not just the one you do now. Stephen found it the other night.”

She hadn’t been expecting that. But she tried to keep her expression neutral as she pressed, “And… seeing that made you pull back from me for some reason. Why?”

He blinked at her obviously correct assessment. Someone on the small bus coughed, and a bump in the road jostled them. He just kept looking at her.

“Whatever’s on your mind,” Maggie said, “just say it.”

Colin swallowed, ran a hand uneasily along the back of his neck. Then he put the e-reader aside and turned to fully face her. “I was with the kids at dinner, and Stephen found your travel blog. I’d only seen your website with the written blog posts, your recent travels. He found the blog you had with your husband, the YouTube thing. And I…” To her amazement, he blushed a bit. “The next day, at work, I went back and watched a bunch of those videos. It was like I was compelled. Before I knew it, I’d been watching clips for almost two hours.” His blush deepened as he added gruffly, “Made me feel like a bloody stalker.”

Maggie sat still, absorbing his words. “You’re not. You got curious. I would have been curious too. So go on.”

His eyes fastened on hers as his voice dropped lower. “Seeing you with him… seeing Zack. It made me think about so many things. And I…” The flush on his cheeks deepened. “It hurt to look at you two.”

Her mouth went dry. “Yeah, well, that’s why I don’t look. It hurts me too.”

“You never look?”

“No. Only on his birthday, or on the anniversary of his death. I spend the day locked in a hotel room, watching videos and crying my eyes out.” She didn’t admit that to many people, but something about Colin made her feel she could tell him such things. “The rest of the year, I don’t look. Not anymore. I used to, of course. That first year, I watched videos every day. It was part of the grieving process for me. But now it’s just…” She licked her dry lips. “It hurts less than it used to, but it’s easier for me if I don’t. I can’t move forward if I go back in time on a regular basis, you know?”

“I can understand that.” Colin’s blue gaze was intense. “I don’t know how you dealt with that loss. How you healed. If you healed. And if you haven’t, you put on a damn good front, and I want to know… I just…” His eyes dropped to his hands. “It’s not my damn business, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it. About you, and him, and… it made me hurt for you, Maggie. It did. And I haven’t felt much in a long time, so to feel anything like that was just…” His voice trailed off and he shook his head. “I don’t want to bring up painful memories for you. Your pain is none of my business. I’m a bloody idiot. I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not an idiot, and don’t be sorry. It’s okay.” Her heart felt lodged in her throat, but she got the words out. “I appreciate your kind heart. Thank you for caring.”

Colin blinked, then looked down at his hands.

She smiled gently. “Ask me more, if there’s more. If I don’t want to answer, I won’t, but you can ask. I feel like there’s more in your head.”

His eyes locked on hers again, searching. “How did you get over it?”

“One day at a time,” she whispered. “Some days are harder than others, but I’ve found my groove again. Time, space, motion… new places and people. Not staying stuck in the past, being determined to keep moving and keep living. All of it helped.”

The way Colin stared at her made her insides go all thick and warm, molten, like her organs had turned to lava. This conversation was bordering on emotional quicksand, but she was still skirting the edge, still on solid ground. She swallowed hard. “He’s gone. I’m still here. He wouldn’t want me stuck. And I don’t want to be stuck. That’s not honoring him. Living my life honors him.”

Colin nodded slowly, seeming to absorb her words. Then he said, “He sounded like he had an accent, but different than yours. Yes?”

She couldn’t help it, a tiny laugh bubbled out of her. “Yes. He grew up near Austin, Texas. A Southern accent is what you heard.” The almost musical lilt of his words had charmed her from the very first time she’d heard him speak. Recalling his sweet, seductive voice made her heart twist for a second.

“He sounded kind of like Matthew McConaughey,” Colin quipped. “Reminded me of him in a way.”

She laughed. “I can see that. Zack had that kind of off the charts charisma too.”

“I noticed,” Colin said quietly.

“He was just a beautiful person,” she said. “Inside and out.”

“So are you, Maggie,” he murmured.

She smiled at his compliment. “Thank you.”

“You made a striking couple. Clearly you were very much in love. And I haven’t been able to stop thinking about your losing him, and what you must have gone through, and it’s been eating at me.” Colin looked sad. “That’s the truth of it. That’s… what you’ve been sensing, I guess, when you say something’s been bothering me. It’s nothing you did, and I’m sorry you thought that.”

Warmth steamrolled through her, making her insides tremble. She reached for his hand, giving it a squeeze. “Your empathy is touching. Truly.”

He squeezed her hand back. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Maggie. I really am.”

Tears stung the backs of her eyes, and she swallowed hard. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“Are you… aren’t you ever lonely?” Colin asked, still holding her hand.

“Sure, sometimes. But most of the time, I’m too busy meeting new people and seeing wonderful things,” she insisted. “I’m so used to being alone, it’s just a natural state for me now.”

“Well, I can relate to that.”

“I had a feeling you did.”

He brushed her knuckles with the pad of his thumb before releasing her hand and drawing back. “I’m sorry if I delved into areas that were too personal—”

“You didn’t. We’ve spent time together. It’s only natural that you’d be curious. I’m curious about you too and I ask questions often, don’t I?”

“Aye.” A hint of a grin made the corner of his mouth twitch, but then his expression sobered again. “This may sound odd, but… I want to learn from you.”

That made her brows shoot up. “About what?”

He paused, clearly hesitant to say. “I want to learn how to move on. How to… embrace life again. Like you have.”

Her breath caught in her throat.

“I mean…” He scrubbed a hand over his jaw and his gaze shifted to the scenery passing outside the windows. “I’ve been thinking… if you could do it after suffering such a tremendous loss, I can do it after what I’ve gone through. If I stop feeling sorry for myself and get my head out of my arse. Maybe.”

Maggie felt a smile spread across her face. “That’s a great goal. But I’m sorry to disappoint you—I don’t have any magic answers. I just get up every day and try again. That’s really all there is to it.”

She reached up and touched his hair, playing for a few seconds along the back of his neck. His dark caramel hair was thick and soft, and she loved the feel of it. He shivered and she smiled, realizing she’d likely tickled him. “You can do whatever you decide you want to do, Colin.”

“You keep telling me that.”

“Because it’s true. You’ve just gotta try. Take an action… baby steps. Set some basic goals and go after them, just keep trying. Anyone can do that. I’m living proof.” Her hand dropped to his shoulder. “I want you to embrace life again too. And if I can help you with that while I’m around, I’m very happy to do so.”

His eyes, so intense, were glued to her face. She leaned in and kissed his cheek. God, he smelled so good. “Thank you for caring about me. Your concern is touching. But I promise, I’m okay.” She gave his shoulder a squeeze before withdrawing her hand. “Please don’t torture yourself with thinking about what I’ve been through. If I don’t anymore, you certainly shouldn’t. Promise me.”

He nodded.

“Let’s just think about the present, which is pretty damn good. Okay?”

He kept staring. Energy radiated from him; she could almost feel all the thoughts colliding in that overwired brain of his. But all he did was nod again and whisper, “Okay.”
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The Cliffs of Moher were as breathtaking as Maggie remembered. Winds kept whipping her ponytail into her face and she was glad for her thick sweater. Her companion was distractingly handsome. With his dark blond hair, intense blue eyes, and ruddy cheeks, his lean build clad in a navy wool pullover and jeans, Colin looked like a poster boy for the Emerald Isle against the backdrop of the Cliffs. She took a few pictures of him, much to his consternation. When she insisted on a selfie and huddled close to him, the warmth of his body enticed her, but he wouldn’t put an arm around her shoulders. He just leaned in close enough for her to take the photo. Even after all they’d shared that day, he still literally held himself at arm’s length.

As they listened to the tour guide talk and took in the magnificent views, her mind kept going back to their talk on the bus. Colin had gone digging into her past and been genuinely heart-rendered by what he’d found, and then speculated upon it and put himself through an emotional wringer. He’d been concerned for her. Sad for her. He cared. And when she’d thanked him for caring, he hadn’t denied it. He couldn’t have anyway, it was all over his face.

Something had burrowed softly into her core as she’d absorbed that. How had that happened in so short a time?

She’d met so many people on her travels. Many had made some kind of impact; a few had dug deep into her heart and they’d made some sort of connection. She’d also had a few steamy flings, short and sweet and with the open understanding that it’d be nothing more than a few nights. But something about Colin… she couldn’t explain it, but she felt so at ease with him. They were so different, but they just… fit. She enjoyed his friendship and the unspoken yet undeniable chemistry that bubbled underneath. Even though he was still closed off in a lot of ways, they’d connected emotionally.

He was an interesting man, even though he thought himself a dull bore. She knew better. This was a man who, to her, got more interesting with every layer she managed to peel away. More appealing, more kind… there was so much more to him.

She liked him. She just really, really liked him, and for now, there was no need to overanalyze that, but to simply enjoy him.

The inn they were staying at for the night was about a half hour from the Cliffs. Maggie had heard about it from Ciara and was grateful there’d been two rooms left. She smiled at the charm of the faux castle, with its gray stones and round turret, its manicured front garden and stained glass windows on the ground floor. But when she and Colin went to check in, the middle aged woman at the small front desk twisted her hands, her pale eyes shooting back and forth between them as she said, “I’m so sorry, Miss Spencer, I don’t know how to say this. It seems there was a mistake with the booking of the rooms. I’m terribly sorry.”

Colin frowned hard as Maggie asked, “Are you saying we don’t have rooms?”

“I’m saying you have a room. One room. It has a king-size bed, but… no, not two separate rooms, as you’d requested. We overbooked.” The woman’s face started to flush bright pink as she continued, “We only have ten rooms, it’s a small place, as ya know. And the man who takes care of reservations wasn’t feeling well and wasn’t paying proper attention and… I’m so terribly sorry about this.” She cleared her throat. “Of course, we can roll a cot up to the room for ya as well. And to apologize, we’d like to pay for your dinner here tonight. For both of you.”

“That’s nice to hear.” Maggie shrugged. “Okay then. We can share a room.”

Colin’s eyes widened as they shot to her face.

Her brows lifted as she said to him, “What choice do we have? We’ll be fine.”

His jaw tightened and the pucker between his brows made a re-appearance. “If you say so.”

Maggie turned back to the woman and said calmly, “Mistakes happen. Of course I understand. But I’m sure you meant to say you would comp the room by half, didn’t you?” Her eyes and voice were unflinching as she stared the woman down.

The woman’s mouth opened, then closed again. She looked at the computer and typed something in. Looking back to Maggie, she said, “Absolutely. Of course we’ll do that in light of our oversight. Thank you for being so understanding.”

“Thank you so much.”

As they grabbed their bags and left the small lobby to head upstairs, Colin chuckled low and murmured in Maggie’s ear, “That was some impressive negotiating.”

“Nah. They know I’m a travel writer. They know they made the mistake. It was in their best interest to make up for that mistake and keep me happy.”

“Remind me not to tangle with you.”

“Heh. You keep that in mind, McKinnon.”

They made their way up the stairs to the first floor, finding the door to their room. “Hope you’ll be okay sharing a room,” Maggie said.

“Are you?” Colin asked. “I don’t want you to worry or feel—”

“Colin.” She put a hand on his arm. “I trust you. I’m not worried. If I didn’t, I would’ve raised holy hell, and I guarantee you they would have found a closet for one of us to sleep in.”

They entered the room, a charming space with dark wood walls, lace curtains over tall windows that allowed plenty of light, and a tremendous bed covered with a rich burgundy duvet and throw pillows.

“What a lovely room,” Maggie said, smiling with delight.

“I don’t see how they’ll even fit a cot in here,” Colin grumbled. “But I’ll take it, of course.”

“No way, Irish,” Maggie said as she set her suitcase in the corner by the small writing desk. “You’re much bigger than me, you’ll take the bed.”

“Absolutely not,” he admonished, eyes bright with ire. “And I’ll not argue with you about this.”

“We can argue about it later,” Maggie said. “I’m starving. Let’s go down to dinner.”

Colin mumbled something under his breath, but held out a hand toward the door as if to say, “Lead the way.”




Chapter Eight


Dinner had been lovely, Colin mused as they went back upstairs. Beef Wellington with roasted vegetables and potatoes, pleasant conversation, and several glasses of whiskey had him feeling warm and relaxed. And the candlelight. There was a little glass bowl in the center of the linen with a few of those floating tealight candles, and they lit Maggie’s pretty face in such a way that almost made him tongue-tied with wanting. Luckily, as usual, she drew him out of himself with easy questions about his kids, his job, his childhood, or regaled him with tales of her travels.

She was alluring as the candlelight flickered over her features. Those high cheekbones and creamy skin, her wide brown eyes and long lashes… and that mouth. He longed to taste that mouth. He longed to rip the elastic from her ponytail and thread his fingers through her hair as he took her mouth with deep, searching kisses.

He blinked at his own thoughts as they entered the room together, trying to shake them off. Bad enough they’d now share a hotel room. Nothing like close proximity and a huge enticing bed to ramp up his already rising want into overdrive.

Staff had brought in a small cot and made it sleep-ready while they were down at dinner. It was only a few inches from the end of the bed. Eyeing the cot, Colin said, “We have to discuss the sleeping arrangements.”

“I already told you,” she said assertively. “I’ll take the cot. It’s not a big deal.”

“No.” He imagined her sleeping only a foot away from him and called on every ounce of stoic reserve he could muster. He tried to fill his head with rugby, financial statements on his desk at work, boring meetings… anything that tore his mind away from the pull of knowing she’d be right there. Of wanting to kiss her and dying to know what she’d feel like in his arms. Bloody hell, this was too much. He was going mad.

“Tell you what,” she said. “We can have that debate in a few minutes. Just need to use the restroom.” With a charming smile, she grabbed her suitcase and disappeared.

Colin sighed and dropped into the armchair in the corner of the room, beside one of the three windows. The suite was magnificent, truly. But he would have appreciated it more if he wasn’t suddenly filling with anxiety. He hadn’t shared a bedroom with a woman in over six years. Much less with a woman he was desperately attracted to. How would he be able to keep his lust off his face when he looked at her?

A wave of self-loathing rushed through him. He was a grown man, for Christ’s sake; he had to stay cool. He couldn’t let on, not even a bit, about how he was fighting his desire for her.

She trusted him. He was honored that she did, and didn’t want her to have a moment’s concern that he’d try anything less than honorable in this room tonight.

Damned candlelight and whiskey…

A cold shower. That would help. He’d take one as soon as she got out of the bathroom, then make sure she understood she would have the bed and that was that.

Ten minutes later, she emerged… and his jaw dropped. He went utterly stupid. Maggie wore a pale blue short-sleeved top and matching boy shorts that molded to her body, showing off her curves and revealing more skin than he’d seen before. Her toned legs… God help him. And her hair was down. He’d never seen it loose before and it was glorious. The sight of the swaying curtain of straight gold that fell past the middle of her back was an unexpected surprise that mesmerized him. With her hair down, she was transformed somehow, luminous and even more beautiful than usual. She was gorgeous, sexy, wearing skimpy clothes… and he was paralyzed.

Before he knew what she was about, she’d shoved her suitcase against the wall and slipped between the blankets on the cot. With a smile, she announced, “I’m sleeping here.”

It finally registered: she was in her pajamas. Those clingy little things were pajamas, and she’d tricked him. Totally blindsided him. He blinked, sputtering, “What? No! No. I told you—I won’t have you—”

“And I told you that I’d take the cot. You’re much bigger than me, you should have the big bed. End of story.” She smiled sweetly and lay down.

He didn’t know whether to laugh or throw something. “You’re a bloody sneak, woman.”

“You said yourself not to tangle with me.” She batted those long lashes at him and he had to laugh.

“Get out of that cot and get in the bed, dammit,” he commanded in a growl.

“I don’t take orders, boy-o.” Her gaze turned outright wicked as she said, “I’m staying here. You want me out of the cot, you’ll have to pick me up and move me.”

He gaped at her. “You can’t be serious.”

“Try me.” She smiled wider and burrowed in further, snuggling into her pillow.

He swore vehemently under his breath and scrubbed his hands over his face. Then he rose from the chair and grumbled, “I’m going to take a shower before bed.” He stormed across the room to his suitcase to get his things, ignoring the satisfied giggle he heard from her. Cold shower, straight away.
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Colin woke with a start, his heart racing in the darkness. Someone had cried out. Disoriented, it took him a few seconds to remember where he was: in the room at the inn with Maggie.

Another frightened cry, followed by a guttural moan of terror.

Colin threw the covers back and bolted from the bed. The awful sounds were coming from Maggie. She thrashed around, groaning, still deeply asleep. Rushing to rouse her, he dropped to his knees beside the cot.

“Wake up, Maggie. It’s just a nightmare.” He gripped her arms and gave her a gentle shake. “Wake up, love, it’s all right. C’mon, wake up.”

With a thick, panicky cry, Maggie’s eyes snapped open and she sat up fast, gasping for air. Colin held her hands as her unfocused, wild gaze fell on him.

“Breathe, Maggie. It was a nightmare.” He made his voice as soothing and steady as he could. She was trembling under his grasp. “You’re okay. Just breathe.”

She sucked in loud lungfuls of air as tears sprang to her eyes and rolled down her face. But she kept her eyes locked on his as she panted.

“That’s a girl. Breathe.” He reached up with one hand to sweep her hair back from her face, alarmed to find she was slick with sweat. “Jesus, you’re a wreck. Must have been pretty bad.”

“The accident,” she managed between breaths.

He winced. He’d brought up the accident earlier that day, and now she was having nightmares about it. He’d put it back in her mind; it was his fault. “Just keep breathing. I’m right here. You’re okay. Slow it down, love.”

It took her a minute to calm down. He rubbed her upper arms, held her hands as she worked to compose herself. Then her eyes fell away and her chin dropped to her chest. “Jesus Christ,” she rasped. “I hadn’t had that dream in months.”


“Shhhh.” He sat gingerly on the edge of the cot, testing that it could hold his added weight. When he saw it could, he pulled her closer, nudged her head onto his shoulder, and rubbed her back. Her whole body was shaking. Christ, the poor girl. “It’s over now. Just breathe.”

She softened against him. A shuddery sigh whooshed out of her.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “Breathe in through your nose, out through your mouth.” She did as he instructed. His hands skated gently over her hair and her back, soft sweeps meant to soothe. “There you go. Keep doing that. That’s a girl…”

After a few minutes, her trembling eased and her breathing slowed to normal. But when he moved to pull back, her fingers dug into his sides, a silent plea for him to keep holding her. He kept holding her.

Time passed as they sat together silently in the darkness, wrapped in a careful embrace. Finally she yawned against his shoulder. “I’m so tired.”

“Think you can go back to sleep?” he asked, his lips close to her ear.

“I want to… but I’m afraid to.”

His heart twisted in his chest. She’d never admitted to being afraid of anything. He thought of her as fearless. The small admission struck at his heart like a hammer’s blow. “Then I’ll stay here with you,” he offered in a whisper. “If that would help.”

“Yes, please,” she whispered back, snuggling closer. “This is helping.”

He felt her warm breath feather against his neck and closed his eyes. “Whatever you need, Maggie.” Her hair was like satin under his fingers, even softer than he’d imagined. “I’m here.”

“Thank you.”

They sat that way for a while, his hands continuing to sweep in long, slow strokes along her back. It was how he used to comfort his kids when they had nightmares, when they’d woken in the middle of the night calling for him. They’d always called for him, not Trish. They’d known, even when they were wee, that he was more nurturing than their mum was. Now he used every soothing tactic he could think of to comfort Maggie. Eventually, he felt her body slump against him, heard her breathing even out and slow…

With caution, he pulled back to peek at her face. Her eyes were closed, her breathing deep. She’d fallen asleep. He eased her back ever so slowly, laying her down, pulling the blanket over her and tucking her in.

He sat and gazed at her in the moonlight; she was so beautiful and thankfully at peace. Her long hair spilled across the pillow, her sweet lips parted as she slipped into deeper sleep. Good for her. With a tentative hand, he reached out to smooth back a few strands of her hair that had stuck to her forehead.

He ached for her. Holy Christ, she’d been worked up. Whatever nightmare had gripped her had done so with sharp talons, merciless. Her cries in the darkness had shocked him into action and pierced his heart. He’d wanted to swoop in and rescue her, and she’d let him. She’d let him hold her and comfort her, quietly grateful. She’d needed him at that moment and he’d been glad to be able to help. He hadn’t felt needed in a long time.

The whole episode left him reeling.

His eyes drank her in as things clicked for him. For all her outer strength, Maggie still wrestled with her demons. Was she strong and savvy? Yes. Worldly and accomplished? Sure. But after today’s talk on the bus and what he’d seen tonight, he knew she was more vulnerable than she’d ever admit to. She fought for normalcy every day as much as he did. Though he’d thought them to be fundamentally different, they were more alike than he’d realized. That was both a comfort and an epiphany.
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The next morning, Maggie woke slowly, her eyes opening to shafts of sunlight streaming through the white lace curtains. The sound of deep, heavy breathing drew her eyes to where Colin slept. He lay in the huge bed, the covers down to his waist, one arm flung over his head. He wore a plain white T-shirt, and she knew he had on blue striped pajama bottoms beneath the blankets. His thick hair was mussed and dark gold stubble coated his strong jaw. Appealing as hell, she thought. A quick snore escaped him and she smiled.

Then the night before came rushing back to her. A shiver twisted down her spine, racking her whole body. She rarely dreamed about the accident so viscerally anymore, but last night’s nightmare had gripped her so hard it stole her breath. Slivers of it flashed through her mind and she shuddered again.

Colin had held her. Quieted her, got her to calm down, let her take comfort from his strong, warm body and his soft, soothing words until she’d actually fallen asleep in his arms. He’d sat with her patiently in the middle of the night, giving her what she needed, sweetly caring for her. He’d been gentle, kind, and exactly what she’d needed.

Now, recalling that, more than anything she wanted to climb into the bed, curl into his side, and feel his solid warmth again.

She gazed at him for a long beat. Tempting. Soooo tempting. But she couldn’t do that to him, it wasn’t right. With a sigh, she got out of bed and headed for a shower. There was more sightseeing ahead today, and she wanted to let him catch up on whatever sleep she’d stolen from him.
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On Sunday evening, after a pleasant day together, they got back to Dublin just past seven. Groaning a bit from stiff limbs as they got off the bus, Maggie figured they’d go their separate ways. She didn’t want to; she wished she could invite him to go home with her, get in her bed, and explore every inch of him all night long. But he wasn’t ready for that yet, she suspected. He was wrapped up so damn tight.

As she opened her mouth to say goodbye and thank him for joining her, Colin asked her if she’d have dinner with him.

Her heart skipped a beat. The way he was looking at her… he didn’t want the day to end yet either. Maybe he was ready for more than she thought? “Dinner? But you just spent all weekend with me.” She tossed him a playful grin as she joked, “Aren’t you tired of me by now?”

“No,” he said. The corners of his mouth turned up, a hint of sheepish and a lot of sexy. He stood there patiently, just gazing down at her.

Her heart fluttered. God, he was adorable. A knotted up burly bear with a sweet, kind heart. And lips she was dying to taste. And beautiful blue eyes that showed there was so much more on his mind than the short, polite things he said.

The noises of the city—cars driving, people walking by and talking, horns and shouts on the air—seemed to fade away as she stared back at him.

“I have to admit,” he said quietly, “I do enjoy your company.”

Delight and want made her stomach give a wobbly flip. She finally gave in to the impulse she’d been squelching all day. She dropped her duffel bag to the ground by her feet, placed her hands on his shoulders, and stood on her tiptoes to sweetly brush her lips across his.

“What are you doin’?” he whispered against her mouth, his eyes wide.

“Kissing you in the middle of Dublin.” She pressed her lips to his softly and his breath hitched. Loving that, she did that again, lips brushing against his with a feather’s touch. “Confession: I’ve been wanting to kiss you all day.”

“Is that so?” Amazement sparked in his eyes. His hands slowly lifted to her face.

“Mm hmm.”

Her heart started racing, adrenaline coursing through her. His fingertips stroked her cheeks as his gaze locked with hers.

She kissed him again, still soft and gentle, still testing, gaging his reactions. His body was tense, holding back, but his eyes revealed how much he wanted her. As usual, there was so much going on in those bright blues… but right now, desire was the winner there, clear as day. It gave her a rush and she shivered from it.

“Actually,” she said, “the full truth is, I’ve been wanting to kiss you for weeks.”

His gaze burned into her. His hands slowly swept along her jaw, then cupped her face. “Well… if we’re being truthful, I’ve been wantin’ to kiss you for weeks too.”

“Then you should,” she whispered, smiling up at him. “I mean, I already kissed you first…”

He closed the gap between them. Tentative, achingly slow, he explored her mouth with deep, searching kisses that sent warmth surging through her whole body. Sighing into his mouth, she kissed him back, falling into him. His arms snaked around her waist to pull her closer, pressing her to him. Her arms locked around his neck as she angled her head to kiss him harder.

The chemistry simmered, bubbled, and built, the growing tension between them a delicious ache. His tongue swept inside, finding and tangling with hers. Groaning into her mouth, his fingers dug into her hips as he drew her in tighter, squeezing her, learning her, slowly possessing her. They stood and kissed for minutes… hours… she wasn’t sure. She didn’t care. All that mattered was Colin.

She felt his erection press against her belly and a surge of lusty power shot through her veins. Her fingers ruffled through his hair, along the scruff on his face, down his back. It took everything she had not to slip her hand between them and rub her palm against the hard evidence of his arousal. She wanted him in her bed and in her body, right that minute, right that second. Urgency and heat flooded her senses.

“I want you so bad,” she whispered into his mouth.

Panting, he broke away and leaned his forehead against hers. “Christ…” His eyes opened slowly to stare into hers. “We have to stop.”

“Why?” She couldn’t catch her breath either. “Because we’re in the middle of the street, in the middle of the city?”

“Aye.”

“Let ’em all watch.”

“Exhibitionist.”

“You know us rowdy Americans.”

He laughed, but then nudged his hips against hers ever so slightly. The delicious pressure made her whimper with lust.

“This is dangerous,” he whispered.

“You need a little danger in your life,” she murmured, scraping at his bottom lip with her teeth. She wriggled against his hard-on and he groaned.

“You’re wreckin’ me here.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want to be the only one.”

He looked into her eyes. “What should we do now?”

She took a deep, shuddery breath. She wasn’t ready to leave his embrace, but they had to be able to walk down the damn street. “Let’s get some dinner. We’re both hungry, right? And then…” She wiggled a bit against his hips and he groaned again, his eyes slipping closed. “…you can take me home.”

His eyes snapped open and flew wide. “What?”

“You heard me. Take me home.” She dropped her voice to a heavy whisper. “And take me to bed.” Her fingers danced along the back of his neck, giving him delicious little shivers. “If you want.”

“If I want?” he echoed, incredulous. A hoarse laugh huffed out of him.

“Colin… I’m curious, so I’m asking.” Her fingertips played along the shell of his ear as they continued to hold each other. “When’s the last time you had sex?”

“Jesus…” His face flushed and his gaze shifted away. “A long time.”

Oh God, this sweet man. Wanting to ease his sudden awkwardness, she caressed his cheeks. “A really long time?”

“A pathetically long time.” The sides of his mouth curved. “Except for one quick time, a few months back, it’d been years.”

“Ah. Okay.” She bit down on her lip. “Sorry, need to know, dying to know. How many years?”

He swallowed hard and frowned harder. “Maggie…”

“Since you were married, right?” she asked gently.

“Since long before I asked for the divorce,” he said.

His quiet confession walloped her as she did the quick math. Six years at least, likely more… Holy God, this poor man needed a hot romp of a night. He needed her.

She kissed his lips with exquisite tenderness. “I want you, Colin. Come home with me tonight. My place.”

Despite his reddened cheeks and pained expression, his eyes held hers as he whispered, “You sure about this?”

“Completely.”

He kept staring at her, but his muscles had tensed beneath her hands. She kneaded the ones in his neck. So much going on in his eyes…

“Are you afraid you’ve forgotten how?” she joked.

A shocked chuckle burst from him. “Aye, perhaps.”


“I bet you remember quickly.” Smiling, she kissed him again and pulled back. “Let’s go have dinner. You’ll need a lot of fuel for what I have in mind for you, boy-o.”




Chapter Nine


Colin was wired. All through dinner, sitting across the table from Maggie, he tried to put on a good front, acting calm and collected… while his insides were rioting. She wanted him. They were going back to her flat after dinner to have sex, no doubt about it. Adrenaline pulsed through his body and he felt it down to his toes; even his hands were tingling. How in bloody hell was he supposed to eat? Barely able to, he made himself choke down a burger. Maggie just sat there with a sexy little smile on her face, one of anticipation. Her dark eyes twinkled as she talked, telling him about some of the places she’d be visiting over the upcoming week. He didn’t hear half of it.

Worries gnawed at him, the anxiety building.

With one exception, he hadn’t had sex in over eight years, by his calculations. That part of his marriage with Trish had died long before they’d finally called the time of death. And the one time he’d attempted to be with another woman, a few months ago, it had been an embarrassment. He wanted to forget the night ever happened.

This was so different. He really liked Maggie. Admired and respected her. And was so bloody attracted to her… he was afraid he’d disappoint her. Or make a fool of himself somehow. He didn’t know how to seduce a woman anymore. He wasn’t sure he’d measure up. Maggie was worldly, beautiful, had likely been with several other men at this point, and he… goddammit, his nerves were jangling.

“Stop thinking so hard,” she said, as if she’d read his thoughts.

“I’m—I’m not,” he lied, but felt heat singe his face and cursed himself for it.

She pushed her euros for her half of dinner across the table at him. “Yeah, you are. I can feel you freaking out. Stop it. Relax. We’re going to have a great night.”

He blushed harder and said nothing, concentrating on the check.

She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Look at me.”

He did, his heart thumping.

She smiled softly. “You don’t have to come home with me if it’s not what you want. I won’t be offended.”

His heart skipped a beat. “Of course I want to come home with you, Maggie. I’m just…” His face flushed anew and he wondered how his blood pressure would hold up for the night. “I’m a little nervous, is all.”

“You’re so sweet.”

“Don’t say that,” he groused, cringing. “It’s not sweet. It’s pathetic.”

“Shut up. It’s not pathetic, it is sweet.” She caressed the top of his hand with the pad of her thumb. “Colin… honey… don’t you think I understand?”

His brows lowered, not fully gleaning her meaning. “Not really, no.”

“I didn’t sleep with anyone for over two years after Zack died,” she said. Her flat statement made him snap to attention. “The first time, I was a nervous wreck. I was in Rome for a month. Met a gorgeous, unbelievably sexy man. Things progressed naturally… and I, um… I wanted to, but even more than that, I felt like I had to get it over with, out of the way, you know?”

Colin stared, listening, his heart suddenly in his throat.

“I was shaking when we went to bed,” Maggie admitted openly. “I told him I was nervous, but didn’t tell him why. Just said it’d been a long time for me. He was lovely, patient and gentle, and it went fine… but I got out of there as soon as it was over, went back to my room, and cried for hours. I felt like I’d cheated on my husband. It made me miss him all over again. It was awful. That’s the truth.”

Colin sighed and interlaced his fingers with hers.

“But I got past that, with time. So yes, I’ve been with other men over the past three years. And enjoyed being with them. Very much.” Her eyes widened as if something occurred to her and she blurted, “It’s not like I have a sailor in every port, mind you! Not at all!” She laughed and it eased the knot in Colin’s chest a bit. “I’m just trying to say that the first time was so hard. I remember very well how nervous I was. What it was like to climb back in the saddle after a long time out of it.” She squeezed Colin’s fingers. “And I’m honored you’d like to climb back in with me. I’d like to make it wonderful for you.”

A rush of warmth streamed through him. Maggie was an exceptional woman. He cleared his throat and said, “I’m honored you want to with me in the first place.”

“Oh good, we’re a mutual honor society.” She smiled brightly. “Let’s get out of here and do something about that.” Then she leaned in close and whispered, “I have protection, back at my flat. So don’t worry about that part, at least. Okay?”

Then they were walking back to her place, each carrying their duffel bags. Going to the Cliffs had been a nice reprieve; he hadn’t been there since his late twenties. Spending time with Maggie had been wonderful. She was so easy to be with. He’d hated going anywhere with Trish. On top of being a drama queen who wanted everything her way, Trish had to meticulously plan out everything down to the most minute detail, taking most of the fun out of it. They’d always ended up tense, angry, fighting. It was one of several reasons they barely went on trips.

Inversely, going anywhere with Maggie was a breeze. She was flexible, curious, engaged, loved being spontaneous. Always wanting to explore, unafraid to ask locals questions—but in a friendly way that endeared her to them, never by being obnoxious or pushy. Maggie was a delight, through and through. It struck him again how much he liked her; how much he enjoyed talking with her, roaming with her, just being in her sunny, upbeat presence.

He wondered if she knew that, if he’d conveyed it all. He wasn’t sure. But maybe she did know… after all, she’d invited him to her bed. She could’ve chosen anyone for that, but she’d chosen him. His nerves were still sparking, but he swallowed it down.

“This is it,” she said, stopping at a rounded stone archway.

“This close?” He knew she’d said she was staying “around the corner” from the pub, but this was literally just round the bend. They’d walked maybe sixty meters.

“Yup. Told ya.” She opened the heavy front door and he followed her inside.

The building was clean, looked reputable, and something in him was relieved for her. Before he knew it, she was ushering him into her flat. Small, cozy, and plain, he searched for any hints of her marks on it. She’d been staying there for almost a month; it surprised him to see nothing that really spoke of her. No pictures, no personal items that stood out. It was as if she were staying at a hotel that she’d be leaving by checkout the next morning, not making herself at home in a flat she’d live in for three months.

“I, ehm…” He placed his bag on the floor by the door. “I’ll just leave this here.”

“That’s fine.” She dropped hers beside the sofa and turned to him with a smile. “Want a drink? Would that help?”

“No, thank you.”

“Want a brown paper bag?”

He frowned in confusion. “Pardon?”

“To breathe into.” She winked.

A chuckle escaped him and he ran his hands through his hair, over his face. “Christ. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She stepped toward him.

He felt all his muscles tense. His brain was muddled. He was messing this up before it’d even started. Bloody hell, what had he been thinking, accepting her invitation to go home with her? This couldn’t go well. He wasn’t that kind of man—one who could just go home with a woman, much less one as incredible as Maggie, go have some carefree sex, act all alpha and cool… he was too damaged. Too trapped in his head. And now she’d know just how much. His eyes slipped closed as he wondered how to extricate himself from this before he could make things worse.

But she held his face in her hands. Her thumbs stroked his stubbled chin as she said gently, “Hey. Colin.”

He met her eyes, amazed to find them filled with such warmth and a hint of playfulness. “What?”

“It’s okay to be nervous.” Her sweet lips curved up. “You dear, dear man.”

He cringed inside. “I’m not a pity case, Maggie. For fucksake…” His voice came out rougher than he’d intended. “I should go.”

“I know you’re not a pity case, Colin.” She didn’t let go of him. “I don’t pity you.”

“Sounded like it.”

“Hell no. I want to take you to bed and ravage every inch of you. I’m pretty selfish, really.”

That made him stop. Take a breath. A grin made his lips twitch. “Horrible woman, you are.”

She grinned back. “My prediction: after the first time, you won’t be nervous anymore. After the second time, I bet you’ll take the lead. After the third time, you’ll just pass out.” Her grin turned wicked.

His heart started thumping hard as his breath hitched. She absolutely dazzled him. Not knowing what to say that wouldn’t sound stupid, he said nothing, instead leaning down to kiss her lips with care. It was a soft kiss, tentative but longing.

She took his hand and led him to the sofa, then lightly pushed him to sit. He watched her as her smile bloomed wide as she moved in to straddle his lap. She fit herself against him, her eyes never leaving his as she sank down onto him, her thighs aligning with the outsides of his, her hands flat on his chest to steady herself.

Alluring as a siren, he thought, utterly captivated by her.

Then she leaned in, her breasts pressing against his chest, and kissed him. “Stop thinking,” she whispered against his mouth. Her whole body, warm and soft, curled into him, around him, and the feel of her under his hands was intoxicating. Her deep brown eyes, so warm and welcoming, further drugged him. She caressed his cheeks, then dragged her tongue along his bottom lip before she sank her teeth into it, bringing a groan from deep in his throat. “Colin, you sweet, gorgeous man… just be with me.”

Heart rate rising, he cradled her head and kissed her. Slow and sumptuous, he took from her mouth as he willed himself to comply with her commands. To stop thinking. To live in the moment. To just feel, just be. To take whatever this beautiful woman wanted to give and was willing to offer, and give back whatever he could.

He couldn’t remember the last time he sat with a woman and kissed for a long time—probably since being at university with Trish in the early days. Making out with Maggie was delicious and dizzying. For what felt like hours, he luxuriated in her sweet, hot mouth as his hands slowly roamed over her enticing body. The feel, taste, scent of her overtook and flooded his senses, and he willingly sank beneath the current.

“Mmmmm,” she hummed into his mouth as he grew hard between her legs. She rolled her hips and he moaned into their kiss. Without conscious thought, he carefully pulled the elastic from her hair. He wanted her hair down, to run his fingers through that long curtain of shimmering gold.

Their kisses intensified and burned hot, greedy and hungry and demanding, tongues swirling and teasing. She grasped one of his hands and brought it to her breast. Stunned by her boldness, he squeezed her plush flesh, both for his own pleasure and to give her what she obviously wanted.

“Don’t be shy,” she commanded, her head falling back. “Don’t hold back. Take what you want. I want you to.”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph…” His voice was as raw as his nerves. His eyes swept over her face, at the spots of high color on her cheeks and the hungry look in her clouded gaze. Both of his hands closed over her breasts and caressed them, bringing a moan from her lips that resonated through him, straight to his groin.

“Yessss,” she whispered, smiling. “There you are.”

He squeezed her breasts with firmer hands, fondling them as his hips rolled under hers, seeking the friction he needed as urgency built inside him.


Her nimble fingers ran through his hair, then up and down his arms for a time until they found the buttons of his shirt. Never breaking their deep kisses, she unbuttoned it and spread it wide, raking her short nails over the gray T-shirt underneath. He sucked in a breath when she slipped her hands beneath that to glide over his biceps, then his chest, tweaking his nipples.

“I want this off,” she whispered. “Let me feel you.”

He stripped off the button down and the T-shirt, tossing them aside. She looked over his body as her greedy hands smoothed across his chest and smiled before her head dipped to kiss his neck, lick and bite at his throat as her fingers took what they wanted. She was all over him, openly enjoying herself, and he loved it.

And he wanted more.

“You too, lass,” he murmured. “Off with that top. Fair’s fair…”

Without hesitation, she leaned back enough to pull the blue long-sleeved tee up over her head, revealing her round breasts encased in a lacy peach colored bra. His hands slid up her sides, luxuriating in the feel of her skin and the sight of her body revealed to him. “God almighty,” he breathed.

Smiling, she dove back to his mouth for more hungry kisses.

His nervousness was receding at last, giving way to pulsating, urgent need and desire. He was burning for her, the fire consuming him, body and mind. Her mouth, her scent, her soft body in his arms, writhing slowly against him… it was all so good. So very, unbearably good.

She shifted on his lap, grinding her pelvis hard against his rock hard erection once before moving to stand. His eyes took her in hungrily, mesmerized as he watched her shimmy out of her skinny jeans, push them down to her ankles, and step out of them. Her satiny purple panties didn’t match the bra and he loved that. A fancy matching set was too polished a move for Maggie, who always did her own thing. It was so refreshingly normal, so wonderfully her.

But the sight of her standing before him in only her underwear made his head reel. He felt almost drunk, heady with desire as his heart pounded. His eyes traveled over her body, lingering on her lush breasts and long, toned legs, drinking in every inch of her. There were scars too. They registered, but didn’t take anything away from her beauty. They were just a part of her. “You’re magnificent,” he managed to murmur.

Her answering smile was warm and delighted. “Thank you.” She reached out to him, palm up and open. “I want you in my bed now, handsome.”

Heart rate rising, chest tight with longing, he got to his feet. She went to him and ran her hands over his bare shoulders, along his chest, and he silently thanked himself for going back to the gym. He wasn’t cut or ripped by any means, but he was tighter and leaner than before he’d started back in January. He was in better shape now than he’d been for years, and not bad, he figured, for forty years old. And, to his relief, she seemed pleased with what she saw. Her eyes sparkled as her fingertips dipped lower, playing with the trail of hair below his navel until she was flicking open the button of his jeans, lowering the zipper. He could barely breathe. His mind went blank.

She kissed his neck as her palm pressed against his erection and rubbed. A guttural groan floated out of him. Her other hand found his and intertwined their fingers. She pulled gently as she started to walk and he followed her down the short, dark hallway. There were only two doors; the second one was her bedroom. She moved to one of the two nightstands that framed the bed and clicked on a lamp, its dark green shade an odd shape. The small amount of light it cast was gentle, making the room seem more intimate.

“Be right back,” she said, nudging him to sit on her bed before she slipped out.

He took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart. The way it felt in his chest reminded him of a tiny bird in a cage, fluttering about and hitting the bars. He drew another breath, long and shuddery. Before he could draw a third, Maggie returned, a strip of shiny foil in her hand. She placed the condoms on the other nightstand, which only held a digital alarm clock, then crawled onto the bed.

He shifted to look at her, breath catching as she stretched out to lie down. Her hair spread across the pillows, her eyes luminous and her body calling to him. Christ almighty, she was beautiful. The sexiest, most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on, much less a hand on. He wanted to say something, but words failed him, as they often seemed to in her presence.

She smiled alluringly and curled a finger toward him in invitation. “Lose the jeans and get over here, McKinnon.”

He got naked and watched her eyes rake over him, taking him in… she smiled and bit down on her bottom lip. Her eyes got even darker, if that was possible, and hungrier. Wanting. Oh thank God, she liked what she saw.

Kneeling on the mattress between her ankles, he surveyed her body again. She smiled at him and his heart kicked. “You’re too beautiful,” he said plainly.

“You’re too kind.”

“No, just honest.”

“Then I appreciate your honesty.”

“I appreciate getting to look at you like this.”

His hands ran a slow glide from her ankles, over her calves, up her shapely thighs as he parted them. Hooking his fingers into her panties, she lifted her hips to help him peel them off.

“Get up here,” she demanded.

“Not quite yet,” he murmured before lowering his mouth to taste her.

A sharp gasp flew out of her as he kissed her center. He settled between her thighs. His tongue dragged along the seam, dipping inside her warm folds, and she moaned, a gorgeously uninhibited sound. His hands held her hips as he licked her with long, slow strokes, lapping her up, tasting her body’s immediate response. She writhed and moaned and didn’t hold back. It thrilled him, made him feel powerful, made him want to take her over in every way. His tongue made little circles around her clit.

“If you keep doing that,” she said, her voice strangled, “I won’t last long.”

Recognizing that what he was doing made her lose her mind buzzed through him in a burst of electricity. He answered her warning by closing his lips and teeth around the sensitive bud and sucking hard. She cried out as her hips bucked and her back bowed off the mattress.

“Oh God, Colin!” Her fingers speared through his hair. Another gasp. “I love this too much. I won’t… oh God… I’m not kidding, I’ll be over.”

“Thought you said something about three times tonight…” Again his mouth sealed over her and he drove his tongue deep inside her. She cried out helplessly, back arching again. He sucked, licked, savored the tangy taste of her and her erotic sounds as she twisted beneath him. “So we’re just getting started, right?”

“Yes. Oh God. Don’t stop,” she pleaded. Her fingers twisted in his hair, almost pulling. “Please don’t stop. I’ll make it up to you… this is so good…”

He feasted on her, no holding back. His hands slid under her bottom, holding her right where he wanted her as her moans got louder. In under two minutes, she was shattering beneath his mouth and hands, crying out, undulating into him, all of it glorious. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt so triumphant. She made him feel like a god, and he relished the sight and sounds of her breaking apart.

As her body quivered and she lay there panting, he kissed his way up her body. Realizing he’d never even gotten her bra off, he chuckled low as he pulled down the straps to kiss her shoulders, then set her breasts free. He kissed one dusky pink nipple, then the other. Her hands went to his face, stroking his skin as their eyes met.

“I really, really love what you just did,” she rasped between heavy breaths.

“I really, really loved doing that for you,” he whispered.

She smiled brightly, laughing. “Oh good. Your turn to come now?”

“God, I hope so.” He reached for the condoms and tore one free.

“Let me,” she said, taking it from him.

She stroked his straining erection and he moaned softly, his forehead dropping onto hers. He was so hard, so wanting, he was amazed he didn’t explode the second she touched him. Their eyes locked as her hands slid between their bodies. The look in her eyes and the feel of her rolling the condom over his shaft made him groan again.

“Get inside me,” she whispered, kissing his mouth and pulling him to align with her. He kissed her back, devouring her as his hips shifted and he sank into her.

His mind spun out at the feel of her. Sensations shimmered through him, a rush that had his blood racing. She was still so warm, so wet… “Christ, you feel amazing.”

“So do you.” She kissed him again as her fingers dug into his bottom and pushed him in deeper.

Lust slammed him. Urgently he thrust into her liquid heat, again and again, a man possessed. Her legs locked around his hips to draw him deeper inside her body and he moaned, the pleasure rushing through him… another thrust, another, harder, deeper… his whole body flooded with sensation as his climax hit hard and fast, sweeping him away. He called out her name in mindless bliss as she held onto him.

He collapsed on top of her, heart hammering, breathing hard. She kissed the side of his neck, along his jawline, finding his mouth and sealing them together.

“I’d say you’re officially back in the saddle, cowboy,” she said.

Still dazed, he lifted his head to meet her eyes and they smiled at each other.

“I need more practice rides,” he declared, kissing her again. “Just to be sure.”

“I’ve got all night.”




Chapter Ten


The sound of rain woke Maggie from a deep sleep. She opened her eyes halfway to glance toward the window, which she’d left open. Her clock read half past four and the room was still dark. She didn’t want to move—the feel of the warm, naked man curled around her back was so delicious—but the rain was falling hard. She got out of bed to close the window. Soft quiet descended on the room.

She slipped back into bed, back into their cocoon of warmth, careful not to wake Colin as she thought back on their night together. The first time had been fast and furious. The second time had been a slower, languid exploration of each other’s bodies, but still ended hot and hard, the way she liked it. He was so into it, so responsive. The intensity that usually radiated off him carried into the bedroom too. Once his nerves had finally calmed down, he’d been a focused and attentive lover. He’d mapped out every inch of her body, watching her face as he did, seeing what she liked, what she loved, what made her scream. And ohhh yes, to her surprise, he’d made her scream.

A smile broke across her face as she recalled that stunning, almost embarrassing moment. She’d suspected Colin could be a powerhouse in bed, hadn’t she? She loved that she’d been right. Lucky her.

She thought about him as she gazed at him. Under that cool, restrained exterior beat the heart of a lion, and she’d caught glimpses of it. She loved making him lose control, watching him let go and unravel before her eyes. Part of it was her, part of it was being active again. Colin hadn’t been with anyone in so long, and she’d finally gotten him to talk about it in between the first and second rounds.

He’d actually apologized, which floored her. He’d gone on to explain, with a rueful grin, how the one time he’d been with someone else since the divorce, it’d gone too quickly and how worried he’d been about a repeat with Maggie. His shy earnestness, combined with the wry look on his face, had pierced her heart. She hoped she’d eased his concerns as she’d assured him it’d been great, and he was a fabulous lover. She wasn’t lying. Colin had magic, greedy fingers and a talented, hungry mouth like she’d rarely experienced.

She peeked at him now in the dark. When his features were at rest, the scowl was gone, the lines of his face softened. His peace pleased her, made her feel warm inside. He was so damn sexy, and he didn’t even know it. That had surprised her. She’d caught a few sheepish looks from him at first and realized that he’d worried if he measured up. That he’d actually been unsure if she found him attractive. Which was crazy—he was seriously gorgeous and she couldn’t get enough of him. His body was even better than she’d suspected. And God knew he knew how to use it. It all endeared him to her even more.

Something to be said for a slightly older man with experience, she mused. Both times, even with being worried about being able to hold back, he’d waited until she’d reached her own orgasm before falling into his. Most of the men she’d been with hadn’t. And though he’d been enthusiastic, Colin didn’t rush things like an eager teenager, or been self-involved and in it for his own pleasure like a guy in his early twenties who didn’t understand what mutual pleasure was truly about.

Older men knew. Colin certainly did.

He’d lavished single-minded, sensual attention on her, worshipping her body like very few men had. God, it had sent her into the stratosphere. Zack had worshipped her body that way, but that was because they’d had a long, loving relationship. They’d had the luxury of time to learn how to be true lovers. There was also an emotional connection, and she’d learned the lack of any kind of connection usually led to less than satisfying sex, bringing her pleasure only on a surface level. But Colin… there was something there. He was sweet, capable of great tenderness. As the days had passed, he hid that less and less in her presence. All of that had made tonight wonderful.

The truth was, none of her flings had been as satisfying, melting her body and mind, as her night with Colin had been.

In recent years, since she’d started being with new men, she was very careful about who she chose to be alone in a hotel with. While there had been some truly lovely encounters, her rule was she rarely let a man sleep in her bed and stay the night, or stayed over with him. She needed to always be aware of her surroundings, on guard. Traveling alone had its perils, so she tried to be safe and smart. No sleepovers.

But she’d been breaking rules with Colin left and right since she’d met him. She didn’t fully understand it. She’d invited him on her weekends away. She’d shared a hotel room with him at Moher. Tonight, she’d brought him back to her place, let him sleep over… but it felt fine. She hadn’t overthought it; she’d just fallen asleep in his arms, curled up into his chest, his hand sweeping slowly up and down her back, lulling her into peaceful sleep.

She felt safe with him.

There was a knowing, deep in her bones, beyond reason or explanation, that she was truly safe and sound with Colin McKinnon. And that was more of a comfort and a delight than she’d counted on. Or wanted to analyze.

So she wouldn’t. She’d just enjoy him, for as long as this went on.

He radiated heat. It was so warm under the covers, up against his solid, lean body. She breathed him in, nuzzling his neck as she wrapped her arm around his waist and settled against his chest. The deliciousness of cuddling was something she hadn’t experienced—allowed herself—in too long. It felt decadent, an emotional luxury. Her eyes slipped closed. She hoped she’d fall back to sleep, but if not, this was heavenly.

“You all right?” Colin’s whisper at her temple was a tender, gravelly rumble that sent warmth flowing through her.

“Fine,” she whispered back. “It was raining. Had to close the window.”

With an affirmative grunt he pulled her closer, his hands gliding over her hair and her back. Their legs intertwined as they fit themselves into one another. “You feel so good,” he whispered, dropping a kiss on her forehead. “This is grand.”

Her heart gave a little kick. She’d just thought those exact things. “It is. Go back to sleep.”

“I will. I’m exhausted.” He snorted gently. “You wore me out, lass.”

She smiled and kissed his shoulder. “Not sorry.”


“Me neither, believe me.” He pressed her closer and exhaled.

They lay together in the quiet, holding each other. But after a minute, he sought out her mouth and kissed her sweetly.

“I need to admit something to ya,” he whispered. “I’ll only do it in the dark.”

Her heart gave a little flutter. “Tell me.” She peeked up at him. She could see him clearly, her eyes had adjusted. His stare was fastened to her face.

“The sex was incredible. It really was,” he said. “But this part is also… I, ehm…” His voice trailed off and he looked away, shaking his head. “Jesus. Just forget it.”

“No way. Say it.” She kissed his lips and held his chin, making him look at her. “Please. You can say anything to me. You can.”

He paused, still hesitant. When he finally spoke, his whisper was so soft she barely heard him. “I didn’t know how much I missed being held, or holding someone, until now.” His expression was serious as he stroked her hair, her cheek. “I didn’t think you’d want me to stay over. I wasn’t sure about… well, any of this. What to expect. So… thank you for this. All of it.”

Something in her heart twisted, then melted. Burned hot and overflowed, turning her insides molten. She’d been thinking practically the same thing, only he’d had the guts to say them out loud. He just gave her a shy little smile. Overcome, she gripped his face and swallowed hard to dislodge the lump in her throat. “You’re so welcome,” she whispered back, then kissed him tenderly as she held him even tighter. For once, she was the one at a loss for words.

Their gentle, lazy kisses were long and slow, searching, learning. Drugging and drowning. Their chemistry simmered, a deliciously slow build as their light caresses turned into more demanding strokes, as their kisses grew hungrier and the need burned hotter. His hands and mouth possessed her, claiming her, and she gladly gave in. Soon his erection nudged her hip and she couldn’t ignore it. She didn’t want to. She reached down to stroke it and he groaned softly.

“I want you again,” he rasped. “Please say yes.”

“Yes,” she said, nipping at his neck. “You do owe me a third round, after all.”

“Ha!” His hand raised to again squeeze her breast as he kissed her. He fondled one, then the other, lavishing equal attention on them. “I believe you were the one who said three rounds. So maybe it’s you who owes me, Yankee Doodle.”

She adored it when he was playful. Absolutely loved it. That hidden side of him felt like it was all hers and hers alone. “I’ll gladly pay up.”

His hands moved down to cup the globes of her bottom and squeeze. “And here I thought we were going back to sleep.”

“You’re not sleeping.” She ran her thumb over the head of his erection, rubbing the tiny, sensitive ridge there. She was immediately rewarded with a low moan and the feel of pearly liquid at the tip. “Sure doesn’t feel like you’re ready to go back to sleep.”

“How am I supposed to go back to sleep,” he asked between heated kisses, “when an incredibly sexy, beautiful woman is touching me like that?”

“You’re not yet,” she grinned. “So take me, and then we’ll both go back to sleep.”

“And sleep like the dead.” He rolled to lie on top of her, nudging her thighs apart with his knee.

They embraced fully, hands roaming as their mouths tangled hungrily. His teeth scraped along the side of her throat, down until they closed around her nipple and tugged. She arched into him, enjoying his ministrations as her hands slid over his shoulders, his back, down to his ass and back up again.

He slipped his hand between her thighs, testing her with a drag of his fingertip along her folds. Already wet and throbbing for him, she raised her hips and whimpered, seeking his touch.

“You’re a lusty creature, aren’t ya, Maggie?” His deep, seductive tone made her insides go all wobbly and giddy. Between the playfulness and the sensuality, she couldn’t get enough of this new side of him.

“I’m definitely lusty for hot, slightly older Irishmen,” she joked back. “Especially the surly, quiet ones with magic fingers.”

“Good thing ya found one then.”

He slid two fingers inside her and a long, low moan fluttered out of her. A long tremor shook her whole body. She clutched his shoulders and her eyes slipped closed.

“You like that,” he noted with satisfaction. Scraping his teeth along the underside of her breast, he curved his fingers and worked them deeper.

A sharp gasp flew out of her. “I love that,” she moaned. Her thighs quivered, and she thought her head would explode. “Ohhh, do it some more.”

They caressed each other, grinding and kissing and whispering sexy words until he reached for the condoms and grabbed one. But when she reached for him, he shifted her body around, pressing her back to his front. She turned her head to meet his eyes over her shoulder, confused until he made his intentions clear; he hooked her leg up, then angled her so he could slide into her from behind, still holding her as they lay on their sides.

The sound that came from her almost wasn’t human, and certainly wasn’t quiet.

“I can feel more of you this way, ya see.” His hot whisper in her ear made her shudder. Kissing her neck, his arms banded around her, one hand on her breast and the other feathering her clit, as he slowly thrust in and out of her. Her head swam. “Yessss, Maggie… I get to hold you, stroke you, and take you all at the same time.”

Between the low, red hot words and his labored, heavy breathing in her ear, his hands on her body, the feel of him stretching her as he moved inside her… all her senses reeled and spun out. She closed her eyes as the sensations battered every part of her, lighting up her nerves, sending her soaring.

“I love it,” she whispered. “Take me however you want.”

He bit her earlobe in response and she moaned with ecstasy.

She let him take over, willingly drowning in his embrace. She let go. He kissed her shoulders, nipped and licked at her neck… his hands moved over her, both greedy and constant… his hips rocked against her backside as he thrust inside her.

“Oh my God…” She panted and clutched at him, one hand reaching back to twist in his hair, the other finding the hand at her breast and lacing their fingers together tightly. “Colin… I can’t… oh God, what you’re doing…”

He squeezed her fingers between his, shifting their bodies enough so he could thrust deeper. They groaned together at the incredible sensation.

“Faster,” she gasped. “Harder. Do it, take me.”

He did as she commanded, gripping her so hard she knew it’d leave marks. The thought of that, of his marking her, left her dizzy. She wanted that. She wanted it all.

She felt the tingling up her spine, through her core, signaling what would be an explosive release. “I can’t hold back,” she cried wildly.

“Don’t,” he growled against her ear. “Let me feel you. Give it to me.”

She broke apart, shouting his name as the orgasm rose up and crashed over her. Wave after wave of feeling washed over her, hurling her into mindless, blissful space. He followed her right over the edge, his fingers digging into her skin as his long frame tensed behind her. Grunting against her neck as his muscles clenched, he gasped as he emptied deep inside her.

They lay together panting, quivering, their fingers still tightly interlocked. After a minute, when the tremors eased and their breathing slowed, he covered her neck and shoulders with kisses before carefully withdrawing from her. He left the bed to dispose of the condom and she lay there in a haze of contentment, enjoying how her body throbbed and burned. She couldn’t think, or do anything but smile and feel her heart rate lower back to normal. That was the best sex she’d had in years. She couldn’t wrap her head around it…

He slipped back into bed, gathering her against him and spooning her gently.

“I bet you’ll sleep now,” she murmured. She felt boneless and smiley, a puddle.

“Christ, yes. You will too.” He brushed aside her hair to kiss her temple, her cheek, then added in a whisper, “That was amazing, Maggie.”

“It certainly was. And so are you.” She smiled and lifted their joined hands to her mouth so she could kiss his knuckles. His fingers between hers, his body against hers… it felt so good. So right. She was safe and happy and woozy… she closed her eyes, nestled in a drop closer, and let the soothing sounds of hard rain beating against the window and Colin’s quiet breathing by her ear lull her to sleep.

[image: *]*

Maggie woke to the smell of food cooking. Her eyes opened slowly; it was light out, though the window showed gray skies and continuous rain. She yawned and stretched her limbs, finding her body was deliciously sore in all the right places. And sure enough, tiny bruises on her pale skin from Colin’s fingers. Remembering how they’d gotten there had her smiling to herself with something like triumph. God, what a night. Grabbing her pale blue cotton robe from the hook on the back of the door, she tied the sash around her waist and ran her fingers through her tangled hair. As she quickly grabbed an elastic to pull it into a pony tail, she glanced over at the bed. It looked like a war zone. She smiled again, with deep satisfaction.

She tiptoed out of the bedroom to find Colin standing over the small stove, his back to her. His hair was darker when damp and he was fully dressed, the button down shirt and jeans back on. A little grin of delight played along her lips as she moved behind him. Sliding her arms around his waist, she leaned her head against his back and breathed in his clean scent. “Good morning,” she purred.

He turned his head to look down at her over his shoulder, smiling. “Good morning yourself, lass. I didn’t want to wake you yet.”

“You’re all showered and dressed already.”

“Aye. Obviously I’ll be late to work today, but I do have to go in.”

“Of course.” She moved around to his side to see what he was cooking. Eggs and fat sausages sizzled in the pan. The smell made her stomach growl in appreciation. “But if you have to go to work, what are you still doing here?”

“Makin’ ya breakfast.” He leaned down to drop a quick kiss on her lips, then expertly flipped the eggs without breaking the yolks. “Made do with what I found in your fridge. We both have to eat, right?”

“I’m starving,” she admitted.

“Me too.” He smiled at her. “Water’s hot in the kettle, if you want tea.”

“I really want coffee, but tea will do.” She moved to the cupboard to get the tea bags there and noticed the countertop. He’d already gotten out two plates, silverware, sliced up a red apple and put it in a bowl, and had bread and butter on its own platter.

“I was going to bring you breakfast in bed,” he said, noting her focus.

“Mmm. Maybe next time,” she said with a loopy smile. She grabbed a tea bag and dropped it into her mug.

His blue eyes seared into her, full of questions. The food popped and sizzled.

“What?” she asked.

He looked to the pan, nudged the sausage links. “Will there be a next time?”

She blinked at him. “I’d like there to be. How about you?”

“I wasn’t sure what you’d want,” he said carefully. “What this was.”

“You mean, if this was a one-night stand, or if there’d be more nights like it?”

“Aye.”

“Well… do you want to sleep with me again?” she asked outright.

He huffed out a tight laugh, clearly taken off guard. But he cleared his throat and said, “Of course I do. Last night was incredible.” His eyes met hers. “You’re incredible.”

“That feeling is very mutual,” she said warmly. “So why on earth wouldn’t we do it again?”

He nodded, but his lips pursed as he turned his gaze back to the pan.

“I can feel you thinking,” she said. “Whatever’s on your mind, just say it.”

“That sounds straightforward,” he finally said, “as you always are. But I don’t know what this is now, and I…” He turned off the gas. “Guess I’m just wondering.”

“We’re two adults who enjoy each other’s company,” she said easily. “We don’t have to label it. We don’t have to do anything but enjoy each other. Sometimes, enjoy each other naked. How about that?”

The corners of his mouth quirked as he nodded again. He used the spatula to transfer the food from the pan to the plates. “So… just take it as it comes, then?”

“Yeah. I mean, you know I’m leaving at the end of October. But until then…” She smiled warmly. “I’m not looking to hook up with other men while I’m here. I’m not like that. One man at a time. So please know that.”

“Same here. I wasn’t looking to… I don’t usually… I mean—”

“I know. So we can just take it as it comes, like you said. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes.”

She had to smile at his succinct response. Colin wasn’t a man of many words, so the ones he did use held more weight. They’d come to an understanding, and she was fine with that, since he seemed fine with it.

She grabbed the bowl of apple slices in one hand, forks and knives in the other as he brought the steaming dishes to the tiny table. He grabbed the bread and butter, she topped off their teacups with hot water. Rain tapped against the windows as they ate in amiable quiet, exchanging soft smiles. When they were done, he got to his feet, stealing a last sip of tea before saying, “I have to get to work.”

“Go. I’ll clean all this up. I don’t want you to get in trouble.”

“I’m the boss. No worries there. But thanks for cleaning up.”

“It’s fair, since you did all the cooking.” She smiled up at him and added, “No one’s cooked me a meal in a while. Thank you for that.”

“It was my pleasure.” His eyes locked on her face, intense and warm. She felt waves of energy flow off him, could feel words swirling in his head. It was a crowded, busy place, that mind of his. But all he did was place his hands on her cheeks, pulling her in for a soft, long kiss. Sumptuous and sweet. She felt the zing of it down to her toes. Then his hands dropped away, giving her shoulders a quick squeeze before he stepped back.

She wasn’t quite ready to let go of him. He was divine. She stood, lifting her hands to hold his face. The dark gold stubble felt deliciously masculine beneath her fingers as she caressed his cheeks. “You okay, Irish?”

“Okay? I’m better than okay, Maggie.” His arms went around her waist to pull her in. He kissed her again, deeper this time, lingering on her lips before he whispered against them, “Thank you for last night. It was wonderful. You were wonderful.”

She smiled. “So were you. In every way.”

Smiling back, he kissed her once more before releasing her. “Going. Have to.”

“Okay, go,” she said brightly. “I have work to do too. I have to write up the weekend trip, while it’s still fresh in my mind.” Her grin turned mischievous. “Don’t worry, I’ll leave out the part about seducing you, and you making me scream in bliss.”

“Ha! See that you do!” he said on a laugh. He headed to where his duffel bag sat by the door. “Ehm…” He ran a hand through his hair and looked back at her. Uncertainty flickered in his eyes. “I’ll text you later?”

“You better,” she said with a grin.

The doubt evaporated and he smiled, nodding quickly as he lifted his bag.

She tightened the sash of her robe. “I won’t be at the pub tonight. I have dinner plans with Ciara, and that always goes long. Maybe see you there tomorrow night?”

“Sounds grand.” He opened his mouth as if to say something, then clamped his lips shut and shook his head. With a sheepish grin, he opened the door with his free hand. “Let’s both get to work, then. See you soon.” He closed the door gently behind him.

Still smiling to herself, enjoying her luscious cloud of morning-after delight, Maggie went to take a shower and start the rest of her day.




Chapter Eleven


Maggie had enjoyed an afternoon at the Dublin Zoo, a way to change things up. It was the first time the sun had come out all week, since she’d returned to Dublin after the Cliffs of Moher. She wanted—needed—to be outside in the sunshine. The zoo had been fairly crowded for a Thursday, it was a lovely place, and a nice reprieve from dark, old stone buildings filled with ghosts of the long gone. It was filled with life.

She got back to her flat just after four and decided on taking a quick shower before heading down to the pub, in case Colin was there tonight. In case he wanted to go home with her. She hoped he did. Thinking back on the week, the loopy, besotted smile that usually accompanied thoughts of him bloomed on her face.

Monday, she’d had dinner with Ciara. Tuesday, she’d found him at the pub, scribbling away in his notebook. They’d had a pint and she’d invited him back to her flat. The eager look in his eyes combined with the low murmur of his acceptance had gotten her nerves tingling and her blood racing in an instant. God help her, he turned her on in every way. They’d spent a fabulously steamy night together, only he hadn’t slept over that time because of an early meeting at work the next morning. Wednesday night was his weekly dinner with his kids, so she’d gone to another pub in another neighborhood that she’d heard was fun and wanted to check out.

She’d stayed at the bar and befriended one of the bartenders immediately, as was her habit for her safety. And after half an hour, been hit on by an attractive guy in his late twenties. Pete had been really nice, but she had no interest and let him down gently. All she wanted was more sexy nights with a quiet, slightly older true gentleman. Who she could talk to about anything and everything, and who listened intently. Whose eyes were a deep, brilliant blue and whose smile was rare but blinding. Who was aloof and wound up tight, but in private, let loose with her. Watching that transition in her bedroom had been astounding, and she was enjoying every bit of it.

She deep conditioned her hair and shaved her legs, hoping for another go with Colin tonight. He was a little slice of heaven, and she was… she wasn’t sure what she was. Smitten? Yeah, she could own that. She liked him. That didn’t need analyzing.

Wrapping her hair in a towel turban style, she walked back into her bedroom just as her phone rang. Glancing at the screen, her brows lifted in surprise, then she winced. She hadn’t returned a call in a while. “Mom?”

“Hi, honey! Oh, I’m so glad I got you. This voice mail tag was getting tiresome.”

Maggie winced harder. “I’m sorry. I just—”

“I know, I know. Believe me, by now I know the drill,” Susie Flynn said dryly. “So how are you enjoying Ireland this time around? Tell me everything!”

Maggie sank down onto her bed and started talking. Susie had a million questions, and Maggie answered them. She knew she didn’t need to send pictures because her mom followed her blog on her website religiously. They talked for about twenty minutes before her mom asked, “So when are you leaving Dublin, and where are you going from there? Anything lined up yet? What’s the plan?”

“Well,” Maggie said, “I want to be in D.C. by November first. Figure I’ll stay there for a few weeks, catch up with some friends there, maybe drive around Virginia… and be in New York for all of December. I want to be there for Christmastime, it’s just the best and I haven’t done that in a long time.”

“Aha. I see. Well…” Her mom hesitated, and suddenly knowing what was coming, Maggie’s stomach tensed. Sure enough, Susie said, “I was wondering if you’d come here for one of the holidays. If you’re planning on being in New York for Christmas, and you’ll be within driving distance, would you consider coming home for Thanksgiving maybe? We haven’t seen you in so long… your father would be so happy and all your sisters would be thrilled. You haven’t even met your niece yet!”

Maggie sighed. The only married sister, Hailey had made their parents into grandparents last winter. “I know.”

“I just miss you, honey.” Her mom’s voice got quiet. “I really miss you. We all do. It’s been a long while now. Won’t you think about it? Just come for a few days.”

“You don’t have to beg,” Maggie said, feeling awful. “I’ll come for Thanksgiving. A few days. All right?”

“Oh, yes!” The jubilation in Susie’s voice made Maggie feel even worse. “Oh, that’s wonderful! I can’t wait to tell everyone.”

“I’ll, uh…” Maggie dragged the towel off her hair, which was barely damp at this point. “I’ll come on Tuesday and stay ’til Saturday. If that’s okay.”

“Of course it’s okay! That’ll be great!”

Maggie ran her fingers through her hair, trying to dislodge the tangles. “Okay, Mom. I’ll be there. I have to go now, though. My hair is almost dry and if I don’t do something with it, it’ll be a hot mess.”

“Okay, you go. I’m just glad we got to catch up,” Susie said. “Talk to you in a few weeks, I guess. You could call home once in a while, you know. Just a reminder.”

“I text you,” Maggie said.

“Not enough.”

“Well, I know you read the blog, so you know where I am and what I’m doing.”

“Yes, Miss Independent, but you could call too. It’s not expensive like it used to be when I was younger.”

Maggie rolled her eyes and sighed. “Okay, Mom. Say hi to Dad for me.”

“I sure will. You have fun, and stay safe always.”

“I’m as careful as I can be, Mom. Don’t worry.”

“Can’t help but worry. By the way, how’s your leg holding up?”

“Fine, Mom.” The accident had broken her left leg in three places, and she still felt twinges and aches—especially on rainy days—that she willfully ignored. Her limp was barely noticeable to the unwatchful eye. “I’m okay, promise.”

“Okay. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

When she ended the call, she rose from the bed with a sigh. She’d committed to Thanksgiving in Ohio with her family. Maybe this visit would be bearable.

She squirted some shine-and-no-frizz serum into her hands and ran them through her long locks… then scowled at herself in the mirror. She was being negative, and unfair. She chastised herself silently. She wasn’t always fair to them, and she knew it. But her need for independence, her residual resentments from childhood, and her pain had overshadowed things when it came to them. She wasn’t sure how else to explain her tangled feelings.

No, they hadn’t made her feel understood, appreciated, or included as a kid, but they’d made up for it when it counted most.

After the accident had almost killed her and left her a young widow, she’d been in the hospital in Savannah for over two months. When ready, she was released and moved to a rehab center to get her strength back. Her parents had arranged for her to be sent back to Ohio, in her hometown, so they could help her get on her feet again, both figuratively and literally.

Being in a bed for that long had made her muscles atrophy. Between being weakened from what her body had endured, and the unspeakable anguish of losing Zack, Maggie was drowning in pain of every kind. She was enraged at the world. She lashed out at people. Therapists, both for physical and mental, helped her eventually get a hold on that. But her mother had come to the rehab facility every day. Every single day. Maggie was there for almost three months before being released.

Having no home to go to, she went to her childhood home to recoup some more until she decided what she’d do next. To be fair, her mother had insisted on that, and been amazing. Her father had been supportive but quiet, not knowing what to say or how to handle his daughter’s massive loss and palpable grief. Hailey had tried to be nicer, bringing her sweets or whatever food Maggie asked for. Stacey and Britney had been like Dad, awkward but genuinely well-meaning.

They’d all tried. Maggie was the one who kept everyone at arm’s length. She was hurting too much. She just wanted to be alone with her grief. Her parents cared for her until… until she was healthy again, and felt smothered, and had to get away from everything and everyone she’d known so she could put her past behind her and get back out to see the world. To travel and have adventures.

That’s what Zack would have wanted, she told everyone. I’m going to honor Zack’s memory by going out and finishing what we started.

Her parents had never understood her, but they understood her need for freedom. She’d only been back to Ohio once in the five years since the accident. It had made her anxious, all that attention. Like she was a star, which she wasn’t, or like something of a freak, which she wasn’t. They’d never really understood her.

Only with Zack had she finally felt understood. Seen and appreciated for who she truly was. He’d been her home.

Now, Maggie sat naked on her bed and looked over the scars on her body. On her leg, under her ribs, up on her left shoulder…

She didn’t like to talk about the accident, and Colin hadn’t asked again since Moher. She was grateful for that. He had enough of his own demons to wrestle with that he knew not to bring up hers. He wasn’t pushy, or demanding, or anything but kind. And amused; she made him smile and she made him laugh. The taciturn man she’d initially met faded a little more each day they spent time together. His sweetness shone through. He trusted her enough to let that happen, and she trusted him equally.

She realized that she trusted him and felt so safe with him because she felt, inexplicably, understood by him. She knew he was kind of fascinated by her, yes… but she also knew that he got her. Sensed things. Listened when she talked, really listened.

A crazy thought popped into her head, an unbidden whisper: Zack would like him. He’d approve.

A chill ran over her skin.

Her eyes slipped closed. She didn’t think she’d ever be able to love another man like she had Zack. To pretend otherwise wasn’t fair to any man… no matter how lonely she’d been starting to feel when she arrived in Dublin. No matter how touched she’d been by Colin McKinnon, both inside and out.

Again her eyes ran along her scars. Constant physical reminders of what she’d been through. Some days, they felt like badges of honor of how what she’d survived, how far she’d come since then, and she was proud of them. Some days, they were just searing reminders of everything she’d lost, and looking at them brought her to tears.

Losing Zack had destroyed her. She’d rebuilt her life, but she never wanted to hurt like that again. A secret part of her sometimes wondered what it would be like to find love again… she was only thirty, with hopefully a long life ahead of her… but then the panic would set in, snapping her up in its steely jaws. Love equaled certain loss. She couldn’t bear to lose someone again. Or, even more devastating, herself. She’d come close to that once. She couldn’t feel that lost, that vulnerable, ever again.

Gotta just keep moving…

Her phone dinged with a text, jolting her from her thoughts. Colin. Were his ears burning? He’d written: Will be at the pub by 7. Any chance you’re coming round tonight?

Maggie willfully shook off her melancholy. Live in the now. Colin is here, now. Enjoy him while you’re here.

She texted back, You bet. Be there at 7. Any chance you’d come home with me tonight?

You bet, Colin answered. Was hoping you’d ask.
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August turned into September, and Colin realized that somehow, he and Maggie had fallen into an affair. They texted every day, he’d gone on two more weekend trips with her, and he went home with her almost every night except Wednesdays. He slept over more often than he didn’t. He loved sleeping beside her. The comfort of that alone was soul-mending, much less the awesome rush of waking up with her in his arms and making love to her to start the morning. Then he’d go to the gym, or to work, and smile like a bloody loon for the rest of the day.

He was changing. Because he was finally, slowly but surely, healing. He recognized it, but didn’t want to jinx it by speaking of it out loud, so he didn’t. Not to her, or to anyone. Barely to himself, truth be told. But it felt damn good. He was the closest thing to happy that he’d ever been. He had a better outlook, wasn’t growling at people, wasn’t numb. He felt alive again.

He hadn’t told anyone he was seeing her. Certainly not his kids yet. It felt private, and he didn’t want to share it. But he loved every bit of it. Maggie had brought color, sound, and light back into his life.

From the cute or sassy texts that made him smile at work; to the places she brought him to once or twice a week, a fun relearning of his own country; to the hot, powerful nights he spent in her bed… Good Lord, the sex was incredible. He’d never had sex in his life like he did with this enchanting, alluring, passionate woman.

And he knew it wouldn’t last. So he drank in every drop.

After making love to Maggie late on a Thursday night, his mind went in its usual circles as his hands skimmed over her body beside him. There were things he wanted to ask, say, tell her… but he wouldn’t, of course. It wasn’t his way. He consumed her with touches, wondering if she ever felt the energy of his restrained words in them. Touching her whenever she was near had become as necessary as breathing.

“You’re so quiet.” Maggie’s murmur broke into his thoughts. “You okay?”

“Very much so.” His hand ran down her side. Naked in bed together, in the soft darkness of her bedroom, he couldn’t have been more content. “Just thinkin’.”


“You always are. Sometimes I can actually feel your mind working.”

He only smiled softly.

She smiled back. “What are you thinking about? Want to share?”

“You,” he admitted.

“Oh really? What about me?”

“The general assessment? You’re lovely.”

She peered at him harder, as if she could will him to say more. But all she said was, “So are you, Colin. Truly.”

He grinned. His fingers traced along the thin, raised line of scar tissue along her ribs, almost three inches long. “May I ask…?”

“Ask anything.”

“This scar. What happened here?”

“From the accident, of course.” Her voice was calm, matter-of-fact. “My lung collapsed and my spleen ruptured. They needed to get to both.”

His lips pursed and he nodded slowly, imagining horrors.

She lifted her hand to stroke his cheek. “You can always ask. Whatever you want. I reserve the right not to answer, but it’s unlikely. I’m pretty open about the accident and its aftermath, as you know. I mean, we know I had a happy ending. I’m here, right?”

“And I’m very glad that you are.”

“Thanks. Me too.”

He swallowed the rest. Yes, he was curious about the accident. That detrimental experience had changed and shaped her life. But the last time he’d delved into it, she’d been tortured with nightmares that had her literally screaming and thrashing in her sleep. He didn’t want that for her.

But she continued, her voice lowered to barely above a whisper. “Really, I should have died too.” Her fingers ran through his light chest hair, a slow back and forth. “When I think back, knowing what kind of shape I was in when they got me to the hospital, I don’t know how I didn’t.”

“It wasn’t your time,” he whispered solemnly.

“I guess not.” She dropped a kiss on his shoulder.

He pulled her closer, caressing her arm, his fingers always finding their way back to her hair. They sifted through the silken strands as they held each other. “How long did it take you to recover? Physically, I mean?”

“What, the healing and then rehab? About six months.”


He whistled low, chest tightening at the thought of what that must have entailed.

“I’m lucky to be alive,” she said firmly. “I don’t take that for granted. I wake up grateful every day. And then try to make the most of every day.”

“And never look back.”

“I can’t. Besides, there’s no point. All we have is the present moment.”

He nodded slowly as he took that in, mind working. After a few minutes, he said as lightly as possible, “No long term plans for the future, then?”

“Not really.” She edged back enough to look into his eyes. “Does that bother you, or are you just curious?”

“The latter.”

“Ah. Well… I know too well that there are no guarantees in life. So I plan for the next few weeks, maybe a few months. But no, I don’t plan long term, or think of anything far ahead.” She leaned in to kiss his cheek. “I know how that must sound to someone like you. Yes, it’s how I think because of the accident. I won’t deny it.”

A nerve jangled. “Someone like me?”

“Yes. Someone older, settled, and with deep roots. The opposite of me.”

He didn’t like the sound of that. She wasn’t wrong, but it just… it sat wrong.

“You don’t have to agree.”

“It’s not for me to agree or disagree, Maggie. It’s your life.”

“That’s true. But you should see the frown on your face. The lines are back.” She touched the spot between his brows. He knew they were knitted, he felt the tension.

He tried to relax his face as he said, “I’m not judging you.”

“I know you’re not. You’re…” Her fingers feathered along the lines likely bracketing his mouth. “…concerned by what you’re hearing. Thinking about it. Hard.”

He blinked, surprised at her insight. “Yes. You know me that well now, do ya?”

“Apparently I might.” She smiled, a gentle tug of her lips that emanated light.

“Apparently.”

She gave him a sweet, lingering kiss, then lay down again. He tugged her closer so he could wrap his arms around her. Feeling her breath feather against his chest soothed him. Being with her, knowing her story, made him acutely aware of how precious life was. And how precious she was.

Not for the first time, he allowed himself to wonder what kind of future they could possibly have together, if that was even a possibility. He knew it wasn’t, but he sometimes permitted himself little kernels of fantasy in the hidden safety of his head.

He daydreamed about what it’d be like to come home to her after a day at work. Having dinner with her as she regaled him with tales of whatever she’d done that day…

No, that wouldn’t do. Her life was traveling. She wouldn’t ever be one to come home to, as wonderful as he could wish it to be. And it would be wonderful. Because he didn’t just crave her body, he enjoyed their friendship. He liked listening to her, watching her talk with her animated gestures. He liked the way she instinctively knew how to draw him out of his shell and how to handle him. She was very intuitive, and he admired that. Maggie was great with people in general, he’d seen plenty of evidence of that. She was lovely…

But she was younger. A decade separated them. Surely there were things she wanted one day that he could no longer give her. That sure didn’t fit in with his daydreams about being with her.

“You’re lost in your head again,” she said playfully. “Come out and be with me.”

Damn, she knew him well already. He tipped up her face to kiss her mouth, lingering on her sweet lips. “Can I ask ya something that’s none of my business,” he said, “but I’m just bloody curious?”

She only grinned. “Always.”

He hesitated, but jumped. “Do you want children someday?”

She blinked. Clearly, that wasn’t what she’d expected him to ask. “I never say never,” she finally said, “but on the whole, no, I don’t think so. Why?”

“I just…” He shrugged again. “You’re young, Maggie. I just wondered if you thought about it. I know you’re traveling now, but did you want that for your future.”

“I told you,” she said, her voice dropping, growing sober. “I don’t think about the future. Just the present.”

He blinked at her tone. There was firmness there… and a subtle push back. Both against his words, and against the future. Against hope, maybe. Against him, surely.

It hit him with a jolt: maybe she didn’t want to think of a future without her husband, so she simply refused to.

Colin thought of her flat. How there weren’t pictures, or lots of her things strewn about. Nothing of her. Everything was temporary. She took that idea to a whole new level, didn’t she? Yes, she had ultimate freedom, but she was also alone. Just as alone as he’d been, but a million times more so. And her being alone, while initially wasn’t her choice, was now. Suddenly, he was sad for her.

“You’re frowning again,” she said.

He swallowed and leaned in to kiss her temple. “Sorry.”

“You’re surprised.”


“Pardon?”

“You’re surprised to hear a woman say she may not want children.”

“After all you’ve been through, not really. I think…” Jesus, shut up, McKinnon. It doesn’t matter what you think. “Scratch that. Forget it.”

“No, tell me. Now I’m the one who’s curious.”

He closed his eyes, nuzzled the soft skin at her hairline. Sensing this conversation could angle into bad territory, he tried to choose his words with care. “I… I think you’re too young to make that strong a decision yet, is all. And, again, it’s not my business.”

She pushed back and leaned up on one elbow to face him. “First of all, I love my freedom too much to give it up. That’s selfish, but it’s true. Second, I lost someone I loved with every fiber of my being. And with a child, it would be even worse. Much, much worse. I can’t bear the idea of that kind of…” She paused, brows furrowed, searching for the right words. “The thought of losing someone who means as much to me as a child would? I’m not willing to risk that.” She blew out a long breath. “Besides, I’ve seen enough of the world to know it’s a chaotic, sometimes scary place. Feels like it’s getting worse with every month. Bringing a kid into the mix? No, I don’t really want children. And I’m fine with that.”

“I understand those fears,” he murmured. “And I’m not dismissing your thoughts or your position. But… having children can be an affirmation of life and hope. The exact opposite of what you said.”

Her eyes flashed.

“And, well, you are young yet, Maggie. So—”

“You know, you keep saying how young I am.” She cocked her head to the side and pinned him with a look. “That bothers you, doesn’t it? Our age difference.”

“Not at all. I’m just aware we’re at very different places in our lives.”

“Yes, in some ways. But it’s not, like, a gaping divide that can’t be crossed.” She shook her head as her mouth twisted ruefully. “Sometimes you act like you’re a hundred years old.”

He huffed out a coarse laugh. “Sometimes I feel like it, truth be told.”

“That’s criminal. You’re not done, dammit.” Her eyes narrowed, spearing him with a searching look that sent ripples through him. “When don’t you feel old and weary? When do you feel as young and vital as you still actually are? Do you ever?” she demanded. “I want to know, so I can help you get to that place more often.”

The ripples of energy in his chest turned into edgy waves that flowed through him. But he met her steely stare and murmured, “Whenever I’m with you, I don’t feel old. I don’t feel weary, or done. I feel alive.”

Their eyes locked. The charged moment crackled with electricity. He had to look away. He let his eyes fall to where his fingertips trailed along her arm.

“Sometimes I do with my kids, as well,” he continued. “Sometimes, during a good run on the treadmill at the gym. Sometimes when I’m outside on a sunny, rare good weather day. But… most of all, when I’m with you. Every time.”

“That’s not often enough.” Her coffee-colored eyes had gone wide with concern. “What will you do when I leave?”

The pang that hit his heart was brutal. He tried to shrug. “I’ll miss you,” he admitted. “And go back to my life.”

“Not good enough.” She shook her head hard, and he saw she was getting fired up. “Life is what you make it,” she insisted. “There’s a whole world out there. You want to see it. Do that, Colin. For yourself.”

“Maggie.” He smiled ruefully, lifting his hand to tenderly sweep her hair back from her face. He tucked some of the silky gold strands behind her ear. “If there’s anything defining about me, and my life, it’s that I’ve never done anything for myself.”

“That’s heartbreaking,” she spat. “And it doesn’t have to be that way. Stop doing that. And while you’re at it, stop the pity party.”

Blood rushed through him, a spark of ire. “Pardon?”

“Yes, you gave things up when you were younger. But as a result, you do have good things in your life. You keep telling me what a gift kids are. You have that.”

“I know that,” he said, muscles tensing in his neck and shoulders. “I’m grateful for them every day.”

“I know you are, but you still punish yourself for how your life went in the first place. But you’re free now. You can do things for yourself, at last.”

He sat up too. This turn in the conversation wasn’t something he could lie down through. “I have responsibilities,” he said, “that say otherwise.”

“Yes, your kids, of course. But they’re closer to being grown than you care to admit. Your parenting job, on a day-to-day basis, is almost done. And there’s your job, which is important, but hey, you hate it.” Spots of color bloomed on her cheeks. Yup, she was fired up, all right. “And you have done things for yourself. When you chose to.”

“Really?” he countered, getting a bit fired up himself. “Name one.”

“You asked for a divorce,” Maggie shot back. “In Ireland. Where it’s a long and drawn out, seemingly impossible thing. But you did that. That wasn’t just for her, that was for you too. And you were right to do it. So stop punishing yourself for the fact that your marriage didn’t work.”

“I’m not anymore.”

“You are. You still do. All the time.”

He felt his muscles tense as she talked, as she stared him down. His blood pulsated in his limbs and his jaw drew tight.

“And this… whatever you want to call it,” she said, gesturing between the two of them. “This fling? Affair? The sexy togetherness we’ve been having these past three weeks? That’s something for yourself. It’s not just for me.” She gripped his shoulder. “And it’s good for you. You’ve been enjoying us. That doesn’t make you selfish, you know. To want something for yourself. That makes you human. And long overdue.”

Something heavy and dark swirled in his chest. He clamped his mouth shut.

“And there you are, shutting down in front of my eyes.” She sighed. “I don’t want you to go back to being isolated, gruff, wounded Colin when I leave. He left the building a few weeks ago, and I hope he never comes back.”

He stared at her as his heart thumped.

She touched his cheek and said, “I love seeing the light in your eyes lately. I love that I’ve watched you let your walls down a little. I love that I’ve helped do that for you. But when I leave, you need to keep building on that. On your own, for yourself. Don’t you get it?”

Words crashed around in his head. Emotions wreaked the same havoc in his chest. He just stared back at her.

“Say something,” she commanded.

“Nothing to say to all that,” he grumbled.

“The hell there isn’t!” She gripped his arm. “Stop shutting yourself down. Stop punishing yourself for past choices. The past is the past, leave it there.”

“I have been,” he bit out. Tension pulsed through him, building higher and hotter in his blood.

“Not strongly enough.” Her hand moved to his chest. He knew she must feel his heart pounding. “And honey, no matter what, don’t lie to yourself. You can do things for yourself. If you can slip away for weekend trips with me, you can go on trips of your own for a few days. You can do lots of things now. You just keep choosing not to. That’s a choice. Your choice.”

His heart was hammering now, and his mouth had gone dry. He swallowed hard. “All I did,” he murmured dangerously, “was ask if you wanted kids. I didn’t ask to be fucking psychoanalyzed in return.”

“I know. But too bad. The conversation took a turn and I’m calling you out.”

“Because I asked if you had plans for the future. I hit a nerve, so you want to hit one of mine. It’s a deflection tactic.” He recognized that easily. Trish was a master of the deflection tactic. He’d grown to despise that about her. A muscle jumped in his clenched jaw as he said from between his teeth, “If you’re trying to distract me by flinging things back at me and rattling my cage, it’s working. And I don’t appreciate it.”

She stilled, eyes widening. “That’s not what I was doing.”

“Sure about that?” He gazed back at her, unflinching, even as his blood sizzled through his veins. “Maggie, you don’t know me.”

“Yes, I do.” She speared him with a fiery look. Everything in her posture was defiant. “You’ve told me plenty, I’ve spent time with you, and I’ve seen you. Seen you. The real you, that you keep under guard. The real you who writes stories by longhand in a crowded pub so he’ll feel less alone. The real you who walked along the Cliffs with me, constantly looking to make sure my footing was secure and I was safe. The real you who held me when I couldn’t stop shaking from a nightmare. The real you who warmed up to me in spite of your best efforts not to.” She pointed a finger at him. “I do know enough of you, Colin. Which is why you resent what I said.”

His jaw tensed, and where his blood beat at his temples, the beginnings of a headache simmered. “You’re an expert on me after six weeks, eh?”

“Expert? God, no,” she said with a little snort. “Your layers have layers, and I don’t know if you’ll ever let anyone see them all. But I do know enough. Enough to know you’re pretty pissed off because I just spoke a few uncomfortable truths.” She held his gaze. “I see you.”

His pulse skyrocketed as something hot and fierce shot through his veins. He didn’t know why he was angry, only knew that yes, he sure as bloody hell was. He licked his dry lips and stared back at her. “Know what I see?” He drew a hard breath before diving off the edge. “You can attack me all you want, but I’m not the only one in this room who hides from things. I’m just the only one who admits it. And if I’m lying to myself about my life, and about myself? I’m not the only one here doing it. I’m just the only one here who owns it.”




Chapter Twelve


Maggie’s heart skipped a beat as her breath caught. It was like the air had gone wavy with lightning, thick and heavy, pure electric charges. She blinked twice, then said quietly, “Note to self: when Colin is pushed hard enough, he will push back twice as hard. Damn.”

His eyes flashed and he went still as she had. Then he shook his head and threw back the covers, rising from the bed. “I was rude. I shouldn’t have said that. I apologize.” His pale face flushing, he leaned down to grab his briefs and jeans.

“You don’t have to apologize,” she said, watching him pull his clothes on with stiff, jerky movements. “I was rude first. Don’t leave.”

“I think it’s best.” His voice was as gruff and distant as the day she’d met him.

Oh man, this was bad. “Colin.” He wouldn’t even look at her. She wasn’t sure if he was more upset with her or with himself. She sprang from the bed and went to him. “Please don’t go.” He’d already pulled on his jeans, and as he pulled up the zipper, she grabbed his hands to still him. “I pushed, and obviously too hard. I’m sorry.”

He met her eyes and nodded, but said nothing. The lines in his face were deep creases now, and his intense blue eyes glittered like ice… his shields going up.

“Please don’t shut down on me.” Her hands lifted to his face. “I don’t want you angry, I shouldn’t have poked at your sore spots. I’m sorry.”

“You already apologized. I accept your apology.”

“Then take a deep breath, stop trying to leave, and get back in my bed.”

“No.” The scowl was back. “Not tonight.”

Her stomach twisted as he pried her hands from his face and stepped away. She watched as he plucked his shirt off the floor. A desperate urgency began rising in her chest. She grabbed her robe, pulling it on as she followed him into the front room.

“I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, or piss you off,” she said. “I hate that I’ve clearly done both.”

“I’m fine.”

“Right. Which is why you’re running away from me.”

“I’m not running,” he said, even as he slid his feet into his shoes.

She sighed. Clearly he needed some space, but she worried that if he left now, he might not want to see her again. That maybe he’d just shut down again, both to her and to the world. “What can I say to make you stay?” she asked plaintively. “Please, let’s talk this out. I hate the look on your face.”

He glanced at her. “I just need to go, Maggie. The night’s shot. Let it be.”

“Not before you tell me something.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “What is it you think I lie to myself about?”

He shook his head and reached for his coat. “I said too much as it is.”

Her stomach lurched. “No, no you didn’t. You never say enough.” Desperately, she almost shouted, “I. Am. Sorry.”

“I know, Maggie. I am too.” He reached for the doorknob. “Good night.”

“Hey.” Her voice rang out like a shot, stopping him. “You didn’t answer my question. Answer me.”

As he stood in the doorway, his eyes landed on hers. “Doesn’t matter, really. We all lie to ourselves on some level. It’s how we survive.” He closed the door behind him.

She stood in the middle of the room, arms wrapped around herself and her stomach in knots, aching.
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Colin tapped away at the keyboard, filling in the last bits of data necessary. The phone intercom buzzed and he sneered at it. Punching the button, he bit out, “Yes?”

“Sorry to bother you, Colin,” came Theresa’s meek voice. His assistant had been tiptoeing around him since yesterday morning, when he’d gotten to work in a clearly foul disposition. Since leaving Maggie’s flat late Tuesday night, his insides hadn’t stopped churning. Her insightful observations had hit a mark, and what was worse, he’d run, just like she’d said. He wasn’t proud of that, but he’d still needed space.

He’d growled and grunted his way through Wednesday, even kicking the copier when it jammed. He put on his best game face through dinner with Roisin last night and hit the gym hard this morning, but couldn’t shake his rotten mood. Worst of all, he hadn’t heard from Maggie since he’d left her standing in her front room, looking upset, those beautiful brown eyes filled with remorse and concern. He didn’t blame her for her silence. He’d been a surly bastard. He’d run, like she said. Like a coward.

She had apologized profusely. He believed her when she claimed she hadn’t meant to dig so hard. He owed her more of an apology too, both for his attitude and for leaving. Because, he knew, she’d been right. All the things she’d said were dead on, which is why it had unsettled him so much.

He wanted to fix things. He just had to man up and do it.

“You have a guest.” Theresa’s voice through the intercom brought him back.

“What? I’m busy.”

“She’s insistent.”

She? Colin blinked. Roisin never came to see him at work. Maybe it was Shannon? He’d left her a voice mail two days before, and his favorite sister sometimes came by to take him out for lunch. Staring at the phone, he finally grunted out, “Whoever it is, send her in.”

The door to his office opened a few seconds later, and Maggie walked in.

His eyes went round as he gaped. “What… how did you know where I work?”

“You told me,” she said. “Duh.”

He watched as she closed the door behind her and looked around his office. He’d never cared for it. It was a dull space, but at least a decent size. She brightened the place. Her golden ponytail, red long-sleeved T-shirt, dark skinny jeans, and kicks made her look younger than thirty. She could have been one of the graduate students.

“You look great in a tie,” she remarked. “And that blue brings out your eyes.”

He touched it; he’d forgotten what he was wearing because he didn’t care.

“Nice office,” she said.

“It’s gloomy as shite,” he grumbled.

Her thin brows arched. “So’s your mood, I see.”

He sighed and scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. He was screwing this up already. “What are you doing here, Maggie?”

“I hated how you left the other night. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.” Her mouth twisted sadly. “I’ve missed you.”

Her words hit him square in the chest. It was as if things slowed down, gurgling to a standstill. “You could have texted me.”

“I was afraid you might not answer. Or brush me off.” She crossed the small room to stand before him, only the desk separating them. “I wanted to see you. So here I am.” Noticing the framed picture on the corner, she picked it up to study it. “These are your kids?”

He nodded, sitting back in his chair. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. His fingers itched to reach out and touch her. To grasp her at the waist and pull her onto his lap. He longed to kiss that sweet mouth until she was senseless. God, he’d missed her too. After only a day and a half. He was in serious trouble.

“They all have your eyes,” she said. “That amazing blue.”

“It’s a McKinnon trait,” he acknowledged with a nod.

“Ah. Well, your sons are handsome and your daughter looks like she’s got fire.”

“She does indeed.”

“Just like her father.” Maggie set the photo down and searched his eyes. “You still mad at me?”

“I’m not mad at you,” he murmured. “I’ve been a bloody beast since I left your flat. I’m sorry for how I sniped back at you, Maggie. And for how I left. I’m embarrassed by my behavior. That wasn’t well done of me.”

She gave a little shrug. “I should’ve minded my business in the first place and not said some of the things I said.”

“Maybe so, but guess what? You weren’t wrong,” he admitted. “That’s what got to me.”

Slowly she rounded the desk to stand in front of him. Their knees bumped as she asked, “Can we call a truce?”

“Yes, please,” he murmured. “I… It’s good to see you. I’ve missed you too.”

She smiled softly at that. “I hoped you did, even a little.”

“I did. More than a little.”

“I sensed you needed space, so I left you alone. But then I wanted to fix things. I had to do something. So…” She shrugged adorably and held out her hands.

He rose to stand, touching her cheek tentatively as he gazed down at her. “Thanks for being braver than me.”

She leaned in and closed the gap between them, leaning into him as she reached up to grasp the back of his neck, pulling his head down so she could kiss him.

He fell right into the kiss, his arms banding around her to yank her in as their mouths played. She tasted sweet, like honey and berries… smelled good, felt good… everything about her swallowed him up, and he was glad to drown. His hands moved over her hair, down her back, landing on her arse to press her closer.

“I was worried you wouldn’t go to the pub tonight,” she said between kisses. “Thought maybe you were avoiding me.”

“No. I would have called you. I wanted to fix things too.” He kissed her again and again. “I’m bloody glad you showed up.”

“I’m glad you’re glad. Didn’t know how you’d react.”

He shifted his hips so she could feel his growing arousal. “I always react when I see you, and it’s always both beyond my control and a positive thing.”

She smiled against his mouth before diving in for more kisses.

“We should get out of here,” he finally said.

“Before someone walks in?” she asked.

“Aye. Or before I take you right here on my desk.”

“Mmmm.” Her eyes flared with desire and wicked mischief. “I dare you to.”

Now his eyes widened, and his mouth went slack. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am.” She nipped at his bottom lip. “Does the door have a lock?”

“We can’t!”

“Why not?”

“I—this is my workplace!” he sputtered.

She laughed and bit his chin. “I knooooow. It would be fun.” Her hand slid in between them to rub his erection through his pants and he moaned. “You said this place is gloomy? Let’s make it less gloomy.”

“We can’t,” he said, even as she nipped and licked at his throat. One of his hands squeezed her breast while the other kneaded her firm backside.

“I’ve never had sex in an office before. Have you?”

“Of course not!”

“Then we really should.”

She bit his earlobe and ran her tongue around it, and he almost collapsed at her feet.

“Christ, you’re wicked,” he managed hoarsely.

She giggled. “Does the door lock?” she asked again.

Heaving a strangled sigh of surrender, he nodded. His brain could barely form coherent sentences. He was lost in a charged haze of lust and need.

Maggie locked the door, pushed him to sit back down, and dropped to her knees before him. Her hands went right to his belt buckle and another groan escaped him.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” he said, his desire for her mingling wildly with fear of being caught. The sound of his zipper coming down made a new surge of panic shoot through him. “We really shouldn’t be doing this.”

“I love it,” she said, her grin absolutely roguish. “You need to let loose, be naughty. I’m the perfect person to help you with that.” She freed his rock hard cock from his briefs and gripped it gently, pumping up and down a few times before leaning in to lick the crown. “Mmmmm…” She took him deeper into her warm, wet mouth.

Colin’s eyes rolled back in his head. He gripped the arms of his chair as he gave in, possessed by this enchantress kneeling between his legs. After a minute, he reached for her. One hand gripped her shoulder, the other grasped her long, silky ponytail and wrapped it around his fingers. Her head bobbed up and down as her mouth… Christ, her mouth. Her mouth was amazing, and she was a seductive powerhouse. She owned him right then. He didn’t care if the bloody chancellor of the university walked into his office, nothing would matter but the feel of her incredible mouth on him.

“Maggie,” he whispered fiercely. “I’m getting close, love. You should stop…”

She made a noise that signaled “no” and sucked harder, using more suction, her head bobbing faster as her hand pumped him in sync.

He groaned low, the sound rumbling from deep in his chest as his fingers twisted more tightly in her hair. His hips rocked up of their own volition, the rhythm primal. He was mindless, lost… he was going to explode.

At his desk. At work.

Lord forgive him.

“Maggie,” he warned, panting. His whole body was in flames and he could barely breathe. “Christ, that’s so good… soooo good… oh fuck…”

He came hard, his mind going completely blank as the sensations crested through him. He held onto her, wild and senseless as he bucked and panted through his release, doing everything he could not to roar. When he was done, his eyes slowly opened to look down at her. She was already smiling up at him, her lips a bit puffy, her cheeks rosy, her eyes sparkling with satisfaction. She looked wicked and magnificent and was the sexiest woman on earth. He stared at her in a daze.

“You’re naughty, Colin,” she murmured, wiping at the corners of her mouth. “Letting me have my way with you in your office like that.”

He could only huff out a hoarse laugh. His heart was still racing. “I can’t think of anything clever to say. The blood’s not back up in my brain yet.”

She giggled with delight and reached for him. He leaned down to kiss her lips, whispering against them, “That was mind-bending. Amazing. Thank you.”

“My infinite pleasure.” She kissed him again. “You needed that.”

“I did. You have no idea how tense I’ve been since we argued.”

She kissed him once more before rising to her feet. “That’s behind us now. Right?”

“Yes, please.” He didn’t want to talk about all that anymore, more than happy to put it behind them, even though it was unresolved. This was a fleeting, casual affair. They only had a short time together. He didn’t want to drag it down with heavy analysis or disagreements, and was sure she felt the same way. Being without her for a short time had showed him how much he didn’t want to be without her. He wouldn’t bring any of it up again.

He tucked himself back into his trousers and zippered them, then buckled his belt. Standing, he pulled her close for more kisses. “Meet me at the pub tonight. Seven o’clock. Let me buy you a pint. Then let me come to your flat and give you some of what you just gave me.”

Her smile dazzled him. “I’d like that very much.”
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A few nights later, Maggie took Colin to a club she’d heard about. It was more like a fun center, with all sorts of things he used to do with the kids. There were arcade games, air hockey tables, ball tosses—but there were no kids there, only adults.

“This is… different,” he said, trying to keep the skeptical edge off his tone.

“Yup! It’s like a retro adventure for grownups,” she said with that bright smile he adored.

He felt foolish even being there. “This is ridiculous.”

“No, it’s not. We’re going to have fun. C’mon!”

She tugged him by the hand. The lights were neon bright, the music and sounds from the games too loud… but Colin had to admit, he had fun with her. They played competitive air hockey, and he won three matches out of five. They played PacMan and Space Invaders, pinball machines and car races, all sorts of arcade games he hadn’t played, much less thought about, in years.

They laughed a lot. They kissed and touched often. He had a grand time.

Following signs, she pulled him into a big, darker room. There was a long bar in the far corner, lit by blue neon lights, and more lights that flashed in sync with the music playing as people swayed on the dance floor.

“Dance with me,” Maggie demanded.

“Not without a beer or two in me,” he said. Christ, he hadn’t danced in years, and he was probably one of the oldest people in this room. He’d have to be good and buzzed to even consider what kind of fool he’d make of himself.

“Let’s go, then,” she said, unfazed. She dragged him through the crowd to the bar, where they each did a shot of tequila before having a beer.

He watched her body sway in time to the music, a barely restrained ball of energy. “If you want to go dance,” he said, “don’t let me stop you.”

“No, I’ll wait,” she said. “The only one I want to dance with is you.”

Charmed, he couldn’t help but grin as he took another large swallow of beer.


She moved close, shimmying against him as she looked up at him from beneath her lashes. Tonight she’d worn a tight black long-sleeved top and black skinny jeans… with boots. Black leather boots that went up to her knee. She made casual clothes and a pair of fuck-me boots astounding. She was sexy as hell and he could barely stand it. He wanted to flatten her back against the bar and ravage her. Unable to keep his hands off her, they went to his waist as she danced, gliding down to where her hips swayed seductively to the beat. Feeling them undulate and roll reminded him of how they did that under him in bed, and a fresh surge of lust shot through him. Just watching her was a massive turn on, much less feeling her grind against him.

Good Lord, he was so at her mercy.

She smiled again, clearly enjoying herself. “When’s the last time you danced, Colin?”

“I don’t remember,” he admitted. He thought for a few seconds. “Maybe my brother’s wedding? I was drunk as all hell, mind. Roisin dragged me onto the dance floor. It’s a blur.”

She laughed and kept moving, all up on him. “You need to dance with me,” she said. Her hands linked behind his neck and her lips brushed his neck.

“I need to be a wee bit more drunk first.”

“No you don’t. No one’s watching you. It’s dark in here. Just dance with me.”

He finished the rest of his beer in a few hard gulps. “Okay.”

The song changed and she let out a little cry of delight. “I love this song!” she said, and pulled him onto the dance floor. He finally had enough of a buzz to allow it.

He recognized the song, his daughter had played it often. The beat had a sexy, killer hook as the ginger sang about being in love with the shape of you… the crowd moved, the lights flashed through the darkness… Colin fell into the hypnotic beat and even more hypnotic way Maggie moved with him. She was a sensual wonder. His hands skated over her as they danced together; he forced himself to relax and live in the moment. This is what being with her was about in the first place, wasn’t it?

She pressed close, singing along with some of the words in his ear. His hands skimmed along her back, over her curves, just trying to hold his own as they danced.

“You’re good, you know,” she said, smiling. “You’ve got moves.”

He snort-laughed, a combination of shyness and cynicism. “Nah. It’s all you.”

“Nope, nope, nope,” she sing-songed, and he realized she was a little buzzed herself. “I’ve been in bed with you. I know you can move, Irish.” They laughed together and kept dancing. He had a really good time, more than he’d thought he would.

Later, they went back to her flat and tore into each other. She always liked it fast and hard, and he had no problem giving her what she wanted. Afterward, as they lay in a tangled and sweaty heap, she said to him, “You’re fun.”

“No one’s ever said that about me in my life,” he said. “You bring it out in me.”

“I couldn’t if it wasn’t already there.”

He didn’t have a response for that, so he just kissed her.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said. Her fingertips trailed along his chest, slow and light. “Let’s go to Vienna next week.”

He jolted in surprise. “What?”

“For a few days. Four or five. Wrap it around a weekend, so you won’t lose too many days at work.” She played with his chest hair as she talked, her warm breath feathering against his shoulder. “We can stay at B&Bs, not spend a million bucks.”

“Maggie…” He could only gawk at her.

“I want you to see it.” She kissed him. “If I go with you, I’ll know you finally went.” She shifted so she could look into his eyes, and he saw the determination there.

“I don’t know if I can take off work that easily,” he hedged.

“You’re the boss. Pull rank.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Sure it is. You told me you had weeks’ worth of vacation time you hadn’t used.”

“I’ve used a few days to go on local excursions with you,” he pointed out.

“Four, five tops. That’s not ‘weeks’ worth,’ Colin.”

“What about you? You’re here to write about travel in Ireland, not Austria.”

“I’m also my own boss,” she reminded him. “Truth is, I’ve already got most of my list compiled. If I had to wrap up Ireland in a week, I could. So let’s do it.”

He was stunned. She’d obviously remembered when he said he’d always wanted to go there, but this was… she was… sweet Jesus. “Maggie, I can’t just pick up and take a trip like that.”

“Can’t? Or won’t?”

He frowned. “Maybe both.”

“Is your passport current?”

“Well, yes, but that’s not—”

“You always say no to things. This time, just say yes.” She leaned up on one elbow to stare at him. “You know you want to. Be spontaneous for once in your life, Colin. Let’s do it. It’d be wonderful.”

He gazed at her for a long time as his mind worked. Could he actually do this? Just take time off work, leave the kids behind… he did have plenty of vacation days stored up, she was right about that. And the truth was the kids would be fine. They probably wouldn’t even miss him. Patrick was at university; he’d only seen him once since the semester started. The other two didn’t want to hang out with him on weekends much anymore. He could have dinner with Roisin and Stephen on Wednesday night, leave Thursday, and come back on Monday or Tuesday… God, Vienna. With Maggie as his companion. He knew it would be amazing.

He stared at her, his sense of duty and buried fears warring with his desire to throw off his self-imposed chains and do something impulsive and unstructured for once in his life.

“Say yes, Colin,” Maggie whispered. Her fingers, feather light, traced along the side of his face. “Say yes.”

He looked deep into her eyes. This beautiful creature in his arms wanted to help him live out a dream. He’d be a bloody fool not to take her up on it.

And he’d be furious with himself for the rest of his life if he didn’t.

Something all-consuming flowed through him, like a thick warm rush in his blood. Deeper than affection, sweeter than anything he’d ever known.

He kissed her lips lightly and said, “Yes.”




Chapter Thirteen


“You’re going where?” his sister shrieked.

“Vienna,” Colin said. “Just for a few days. I’ll be back Tuesday.” He held the phone between his ear and shoulder as he typed at his keyboard.

“When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow.”

“But why? You’re going alone? How did this happen?” Shannon sounded ready to burst. “I have a million questions. Can you come over for dinner?”

“No, Shan, sorry. Having dinner with the kids, then leaving in the morning.” Finishing the line he’d been typing, he pushed back from his desk. “I just wanted to let you know I wouldn’t be here. And, I guess, in case something happened, someone would know where I was.”

“Why aren’t you telling anyone?”

“Because… this trip is for me.”

Shannon huffed in exasperation. “What’s going on, Colin? I’ve barely heard from you in the past month, we haven’t gotten together, it’s not like you. Talk to me.”

Colin stood and went to the window to gaze down on the scenery outside. He loved to look at the huge old oak that stood nearby. Its lush green leaves shaded half his view of the street beyond. A few were just starting to turn yellow. “When I get back, we’ll have a meal, and I’ll… catch you up.”

“Catch me up on what?” Shannon beseeched. “Give me something here!”

He winced. Shannon wasn’t just his sister, she was the best friend he had. Their birthdays were exactly one year and one week apart. Since the two oldest McKinnon siblings, Tara and Kate, were practically tied at the hip, and then Colin and Shannon were so close in age, they’d bonded early on. Throughout their lives, they were always there for each other, both in childhood and adulthood. Especially in adulthood.

When Colin needed escape from his lifeless marriage, he went to Shannon’s house for a drink or a meal. He got on well with her husband, Pete, and adored her four kids, so he went there often. When he finally got to the point of wanting to ask for a divorce, it was Shannon he’d gone to for a long talk and moral support. She’d been there for him unequivocally, every step of the way. She’d helped him find a new flat when it was time for him to move. She was the one who always checked on him, listened to him, the only person he could really be himself with. He needed to tell her.

“I met someone,” he said.

Shannon gasped. “When? How? Spill it!”

Colin let out a tiny laugh and slumped against the wall. Some of the tension seeped out of him and relief flooded in. He should have gone to Shannon sooner. Whether he liked to admit it or not, sometimes he needed someone to talk to, and she was the person he trusted most in the world. He told her about Maggie, how they’d met, the day trips with her, that an affair had started, all of it.

“Well I’ll be damned. You sound absolutely smitten,” Shannon said when he was done. “Will I get to meet her?”

“I don’t know,” he hedged. “I mean…”

“Ya ashamed o’me, lad?” Shannon joked in an exaggerated brogue.

He chuckled. “Of course not. I just… she’s going to be leaving, Shan. To introduce her to you, or even the kids… seems strange.”

“You ashamed of her, then?”

“Stop. It’s none of that. It’s just…”

“Because introducing her to the people you care most about would make it deeper, more real?”

His stomach gave a little twist. “Maybe.”

“Well, I hate to tell you, but from how you sound? It’s already deep and real.”

He sighed heavily. “Aye. For me, it is.” He’d admitted as much in his head, but it was the first time he’d admitted it out loud. It shook his insides. He drew a choppy breath. “But like I said, she’s leaving in the end of October, so anything I… feel… doesn’t matter.”

“Oh, Colin.” Shannon sighed too. “Of course it matters.”

“I’ve got to get goin’,” he said, straightening. He didn’t want to talk about it anymore. “I’ve got to finish up things here at work before I go home and pack.”

“When you get back,” Shannon said insistently, “we are meeting for lunch. So I don’t have to deal with the kids or anyone but you. Dinner, next week. Put me in your plans in ink, Col. I’ll come to your office. Ya hearin’ me?”

“Aye, I hear ya. I’ll see you then.”

“All right. Have a wonderful trip. Vienna! Good Lord, that’ll be somethin’.”

“I’m sure it will be.”

“Colin… I think it’s grand. That you’re doing things out of your comfort zone, living it up a little, and that you met someone. Even if it doesn’t last, to know you connected with someone is just…” Shannon paused. “It’s progress. You deserve to be happy. I want you happy. Enjoy it.”

He watched the sunlight play through the leaves of the oak. “Thanks, Shan.”

When the call ended, he felt better for having told his sister the truth, but also a bit on edge for having admitted to himself that he had real feelings for Maggie. She meant something to him. He’d finally found someone he cared about, he finally wasn’t numb anymore, and it would end all too soon. Because Maggie would go on traveling the world, and he was rooted here, and neither of those things would change. They were at an impasse. They had been from the minute their relationship had started.

All he could do was treasure the time they had together now. And he would.
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Maggie loved Vienna. It was one of the most enchanting, exquisite cities she’d ever been in. But watching Colin take it all in for the first time was more rewarding and fulfilling than anything she’d done in a long time.

After their argument, she’d thought of the things she’d said to him, and his terse, cutting response. She hadn’t been wrong… and neither had he. She’d had to admit that. But all she wanted after the fight was to put the smile back on his face and the light back in his eyes. The return of his deep frown and matching scowl had cut her to the core, much more than his sharp words.

But when she’d suggested they go to Vienna, she wasn’t sure he’d go along with it. No matter how much he claimed he wanted to cut loose and catch up on long ago buried dreams, Colin reminded her of the proverbial dog whose cage door had been opened and just stared at the open door, not knowing what to do. She wanted to help lead him out of it. Their day trips were a good start, their sexy times together even better, but this would be a true leap of faith.

He’d taken it. She couldn’t have been happier for him.

Of course, he’d made a few stipulations. One, no B&Bs. He said if he was finally going to Vienna, he wanted to stay at a legendary hotel. Two, he insisted on paying for their hotel room, all five nights. Three, he would let her plan their itinerary, as long as it included visits to the Kunsthistorisches Museum, the Haus der Musik, and the Naschmarkt. She’d grudgingly acquiesced to his paying for their stay, and gladly agreed to the rest.

But she hadn’t been prepared for the breathtaking Hotel Imperial, where he booked their room. Authentic charm and luxurious beyond measure, she hadn’t stayed in a five-star hotel like this in some time. Rarely, really. It was classic Old World magnificence. The grand facade of the hotel and the lobby made her swoon with its marble, grand high arches, and art.

“I still can’t believe you did this,” she said as the concierge took Colin’s credit card.

“I splurged. I plan to enjoy it. You should too.” He leaned down to drop a quick kiss on her lips.

Their room was equally extravagant. Decorated in pale blues, bright blues, and gold, it featured the most lavish, sumptuous king-sized bed she’d ever seen. It made her suck in a breath.

He noticed her staring at the bed and murmured seductively, “Let’s have at it.”

Heat shimmered through her. God, when Colin smoldered, he did it so well. “That’s one of the most enticing beds I’ve ever seen.”

“Same.” He pushed her hair aside to nuzzle the soft spot by her ear. “But you’re even more enticing.”

Her head tipped back to give him better access, and he started nibbling on her neck. She whimpered lustfully. “If we get in there, I might never want to get out of it.”

“I hear you,” he said, “but we will. Too much in this city I’ve longed to see and do.” He grasped her waist and lowered her to the bed. “First and foremost, I’m doing you.”

She laughed and gladly gave in.

They spent their days going non-stop, hitting all the most famous attractions, and their nights in that incredible bed, reveling in each other. Vienna was such a romantic city, and she had to admit it: she found herself falling for Colin a little more with each day. Watching him light up as he saw something he’d always yearned to see; how he took in the people, food, sounds at the Naschmarkt; the way he reached for her hand to pull her closer to him in the awesome magnificence of St. Stephen’s Cathedral… his joy, the way he absorbed his surroundings, the light in his eyes, all made her heart expand and overflow with simple joy.

Though really, there was nothing simple about it.

When they’d gotten in that fight, and she’d been out of contact with him for less than two days, it had upset her more than anything had in a long time. Like being in a fight with your boyfriend, and she hadn’t had one of those in… when had she gotten so close to Colin? Without realizing it, she’d gotten used to his presence. Craved it when he wasn’t with her, bathed in it when he was with her. She’d had crushes on other men she’d met, even ones she’d had brief flings with. But nothing like this. What she felt for Colin was real.

As much as it delighted her, the thrill of these building emotions also made her uneasy. She wrestled with these unexpected and unasked for feelings. When she got involved with this fling with Colin, that was all it was supposed to be, a fling. She hadn’t been looking to fall for another man. She’d thought herself incapable of it. How many men had she met since losing her husband? She couldn’t even count, and not one of them had evoked a deep response. Some of them elicited pure lust, sure. The geniality of friendship and admiration, definitely. But real, genuine feelings? A profound level of affection and connection? No. Not one, never, not since Zack.

And here she was… beyond her control, falling for this steady, reserved, deeply good and appealing man. She didn’t know what to do with it. It felt wonderful, it felt like she was soaring—and it scared the crap out of her. She wanted both to revel in these new, unchartered waters… and swim away, back to dry land, to save herself.


On Monday morning, their last full day in Vienna, she was awakened by the ringing of Colin’s cell phone on the night stand. He rolled away from her to answer it, and she almost fell back to sleep… until she heard him say, “Thank you, sweet girl. You’re a love to remember. Yes, forty-one now… aye, ancient… ha ha ha, very funny, Roisin. I’ll thrash you at dinner on Wednesday… Ha! You’re a fresh brat. Good thing I love ya more than life itself.”

Maggie waited for him to finish talking to his daughter. The second he clicked off the call and set the phone down, she asked, “Is it your birthday today?”

“Aye,” he said, reaching for her. “Let’s go back to sleep.” He tucked his arms around her and nudged her head back to his chest.

“Colin!” Maggie pushed back enough to look into his eyes. “Why didn’t you mention it?”

He shrugged and said nonchalantly, “’Cos it’s not a big deal.”

“I… I would’ve done something if I’d known!” She felt awful. “I would’ve—”

“You did do something,” he said. “You brought me to Vienna.”

“But that wasn’t—I didn’t—” She shook her head. “I wish I’d known.” Gripping his chin, she kissed him long and hard. “Happy Birthday, mister,” she said warmly.

He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Thank you.”

“I’ll make sure today is memorable,” she promised.

“It will be,” he murmured, tucking a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I’m in Vienna with you. Don’t need anythin’ more than that.”

His heartfelt words and the soft look in his eyes made her insides quiver. There was no mistaking the adoration there. A shiver skittered over her skin.

She willfully shook it off. “So you’re a Virgo. I should’ve known.”

Rolling his eyes, he said dryly, “Don’t tell me you give that nonsense any credence whatsoever.”

“Said the Virgo poster child.”

He snorted, then kissed her sweetly. “Are we going back to sleep?”

“No. I have to start off your birthday properly,” she said, and started kissing her way down the length of his naked body.
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The day had been incredible. Easily the best birthday Colin could remember enjoying, ever. He and Maggie had started the day with a wild romp in bed, then had a decadent breakfast at a lovely restaurant in the MuseumsQuartier. From there, they’d gone to the Leopold Museum for a few hours, had lunch there, then went to the State Opera House and caught a short concert, as they’d planned. A late dinner with good whiskey, a last stroll along the magnificent city’s streets, arm in arm… by the time they got back to their room, Colin was ready to pass out, both from exhaustion and sheer happiness.

“Shall I strip for you?” Maggie asked with a mixture of mischief and sexy.

A rush of lust zipped through him. Forget passing out. “You mean, while I just sit and watch?”

“Of course, birthday boy.”

“Then hell yes.” He sat on the edge of the bed and toed off his shoes.

“And you don’t undress yourself,” she instructed as she pulled off her socks. “I get to do that.”

“This is sounding better and better.”

His hands flattened on the mattress as he watched her remove each item of clothing. Smiling at him, playing it up for him, she was a first class siren. First she pulled the red top over her head, letting it drop to the floor, revealing… sweet Jesus, he hadn’t seen this bra before. Red lace. His mouth watered. “Is that new?” he asked, his voice suddenly hoarse.

“Mm hmmm.” She smiled as she removed the pocketknife from her jeans pocket and placed it on the nearby table, then shimmied out of her skinny jeans to reveal a matching red lace thong. She gave a little twirl to show him the full view.

His mouth dropped open. Blood surged to his groin. He felt dizzy.

“I got these special for our last night in Vienna.” She pulled the elastic out of her hair, letting the long gold fall loosely all around her. “I was so happy you agreed to come on this trip. That you took a leap and did something for yourself. That you finally got to see a place you always dreamed of. So I wanted to make tonight special.”

She moved to stand before him, moving in between his legs. His eyes were level with her cleavage and he kissed it. Smiling down at him, her hands cupped his face. “But if I’d known it was your birthday too? I would’ve done something even more. I tried to make everything great today, but hope this will suffice as a present.”

Her fingers undid the buttons of his pale blue shirt as his hands drifted over her body. Her skin was like velvet, warm and unbelievably soft. His greedy hands ran up and down her legs, her sides, up her back, reaching to caress her lace-encased breasts before gliding back down to her hips and around to grasp the globes of her arse and squeeze. “You’re magnificent,” he breathed. “Do I get to unwrap my present now?”

She pushed his shirt off over his shoulders. “Nope, not yet. You’re still wearing clothes, and that’s for me to do…”

Gently she nudged him to lie back on the mattress. His erection strained through the cotton and denim as she undid his jeans, as she eased the zipper down, as he lifted his hips so she could pull them and his boxer briefs down and off him. His heart rate climbed with every breath, every touch. Every nerve in his body was tingling, lit up and white hot.

She climbed on and straddled his lap, grinding into him before lowering herself down to kiss him. Their lips fused, his hands skimmed down her back, and his eyes slipped closed in bliss. She tasted of whiskey and the sweetness that was all her. He wanted to drown in her.

He wanted to savor every moment of tonight’s union. It felt momentous; something told him he’d remember it for the rest of his life.

His fingers sifted through the long, silky curtain of her hair as it fell around them. Their tongues swirled as his mouth consumed and possessed her. The kisses burned hot and deliciously slow… he wanted to take it slow for once.

She tried to quicken the pace, but he flipped her onto her back. Her eyes widened and a surprised laugh flew out of her. “You’re a ninja.”

“Aye, McNinja, that’s me.” His hands ran over the red lace. “Stunning,” he murmured, fondling both breasts before reaching around to unhook the bra. “But that’s even better…” He lowered his head to lick, kiss, suck on one nipple as she arched and twisted beneath him, then lavished the same attention on the other. Her pale skin flushed from his ministrations and she raised her hips, greedily grinding against him.

But he made her wait. He kissed and caressed every inch of her luscious body, taking his time, memorizing every inch of her until she was panting with unrestrained lust. When he finally pulled the lacy thong off, she moaned with relief. “I need you inside me,” she demanded.

“Not yet.” He trailed openmouthed kisses along her thighs. “What’s the rush?”

“I’m going to explode if you’re not inside me, that’s what,” she said.

“No you’re not…” His fingertips feathered over her mound and she almost arched right off the bed. “Mmmm. You do want it.”

“Yessss. God, yes. Take me, dammit.”

He nuzzled the pale curls, blew a warm breath over her center, and was rewarded with a throaty moan. “Well… tonight, I want it nice and slow.”

Her head lifted so she could meet his eyes. “Why?”

“Because I want to savor you.” He spread her thighs further apart and gave her already wet folds a long, thorough lick. She gasped and her head fell back again. Her fingers twisted in his hair.

“Whatever you want,” she said eagerly. “Whatever you—ohhhh… just like that, Colin. Oh God, don’t stop…”

He took her up, level by heady level, until she was feverish and writhing beneath him. Then he reached for the condoms, rolled one over his rock hard erection, and positioned himself between her thighs. Gazing down at her, he kissed her deeply, sumptuous and hot, before stroking her face. “Maggie,” he whispered. “Maggie, I…”

She looked into his eyes and their gazes locked. Something quiet and profound passed between them, a moment of magic. It made his breath catch and his heart skip a beat. Then he gripped her hips and slid into her, slow and easy. His eyes fluttered closed for a few seconds; the feel of being inside her always made him groan as his mind spiraled out. Then he pinned her with his gaze, holding her close as he moved, thrusting in and out with slow deliberation. She clung to him, wrapping her arms and legs around him. Her eyes never left his.

“Keep with me,” he whispered. “Keep looking at me, love.” He shifted a bit, pushing even deeper, bringing a low cry from her parted lips.

They rocked together, kissing and stroking as the delicious friction built and burned, until their rhythm turned primal and swept through them like wildfire. Lost to that rhythm, his mind went blank as his body took over. His thrusts went harder, faster, and she urged him on with her greedy hands and moans until they were both mindless, lost to sensation, clinging to each other as their bodies rocked urgently.

She came with a shout, her short nails digging into his back. Watching her, feeling her melt and shatter beneath him tore the last of his restraint away. His hips pumped frantically until his body tensed and his orgasm hit hard, sending him flying over the edge into throbbing, sweet release.

He stared down at Maggie, who was panting as hard as he was. Her eyes locked on his again, round with wonder. “That was incredible,” she managed to whisper.

Kissing her over and over was all he could do. He wasn’t ready to speak, and didn’t know if he could. Still trembling, he withdrew carefully and rolled to his side, pulling her along with him. He spooned her, pressing his front to her back as he cradled her. Both of their bodies quivered, little delicious aftershocks rumbling through them as they caught their breath. Elation and amazement washed warmly throughout his core.

He’d never made love like that in his entire life.

It wasn’t just that this was a different pace than their usual fast, hard, and hot trysts. Yes, this had been deliciously slow, achingly deliberate, but it was so much more. It was special. A raw, real, deeper connection had seared them, bonded them… truly making love, in every sense of the term. A recognition of body, mind, and soul.

Moved beyond words, trying to absorb it, Colin drew a long, shuddering breath. He dropped a kiss on her shoulder, banded his arms tighter around her, and his eyes slipped closed as he tried to get a handle on the emotions swirling through him. He’d been thrown into the stratosphere. The feelings were massive, a tsunami threatening to overtake him. Yet at the same time, he felt exhilarated. Free. It was so damn good to feel, much less like this. He hadn’t thought he ever would. It was the damnedest thing.

Maggie found the hand he’d wrapped around her breast and interlaced their fingers. In the darkness, her voice was drowsy, sated as she said, “Happy birthday.”

“Best one ever, thanks to you.” He couldn’t hold back. He had to tell her what he’d just realized. He could do it here in the dark, not looking into her eyes. He swallowed hard, kissed the back of her neck, and whispered, “I love you.”

She stiffened in his arms, going still.


“Shhhh.” He caressed her arm. “You don’t have to say anything. I’m not expecting anything.” His hands ran over her skin, which was suddenly prickly with goose bumps. Nerves flared inside, but he was oddly calm. “I just had to tell you. I just wanted you to know that I’m in love with you.” Saying it once made him want to say it again. “I love you, Maggie.”

He could feel more goose bumps rise on her flesh. He stroked the curve of her neck and felt her pulse pounding beneath his fingertips. Aye, she was freaking out. Nothing to be done about that, he supposed.

“Let’s get some sleep,” he said. “Flight back tomorrow and all.” His hands glided over her arm, her side, her back. She let him, she nodded in response to his suggestion, but she didn’t say a word or move.

Finally he whispered, “Thanks again for a perfect birthday. Good night.”

She’d gone utterly still. His hands continued caressing her for a few minutes before stopping. One stilled on her hip, the other dropped by her head, in her hair. Closing his eyes, he tried to will himself to sleep.

Of course he didn’t fall asleep right away, his monumental feelings and confession swirling in his brain. He worried that what he’d confessed would drive her away… but it was out there now, and he couldn’t take it back. He wouldn’t anyway. It was his truth. He was in love with her. Whatever happened now, he’d deal with it. He’d dealt with plenty else, he could handle this too.




Chapter Fourteen


The rain pounded on the hood of the car. In the dark of night, through the waves of water on the windshield, the red glow of the traffic light above shone like a beacon. On the radio, an old Eagles song played softly and Maggie took a deep breath, trying to shake off her nervousness. She had a bad feeling and couldn’t shake it off. She hadn’t wanted to drive in the rain at night in an unfamiliar place, but he’d insisted they’d be fine, as he always did.

Sensing her unease, his fingers slid under her hair, around the nape of her neck, and pulled her in for a kiss. She melted into it, as she always did.

“I love you,” she said.

Zack smiled back, that crooked, sweet smile of his. He leaned his forehead against hers, gazed into her eyes, and said, “Ah, Maggie Mae, I love you too.”

Bright light suddenly came up behind him, growing brighter as it got closer. As it bore down on them—

Maggie bolted upright, screaming as she woke up, hands out in front of her.

“Hey, hey, whoa!” There were hands on her back, gripping her arm. “It’s okay, you’re okay. Maggie, look at me. Hey!”

Gasping for air, lungs heaving and heart racing, she blinked a few times and turned her head to see Colin beside her. His hair was mussed and his eyes wide with alarm, locked on her face. They were in bed. Vienna…. they were still in Vienna.

“You’re all right, love,” he said, watching her closely as she regained her bearings. “Nightmare?”

She nodded, still panting, tasting bile.

“Christ, must have been a really bad one.” Colin’s hands ran over her hair, her back. “Shhh, it’s over. You’re safe, you’re okay. Breathe, Maggie.”

Sweat trickled from her scalp, dripping down the sides of her face and the back of her neck. She fought to catch her breath.

“That’s it, just breathe.” Colin’s voice was steady as his hands ran up and down her arms. “I’ve got you, love. You’re all right. Breathe.”

Maggie stared ahead in a wild daze. The window showed it was still dark, it wasn’t morning yet.

She didn’t often dream about the accident itself anymore. Over the years, they’d lessened unless something specific triggered a memory. In Ireland, she’d dreamt of it again twice in a month. Tonight’s nightmare was the most devastating one in a very long time. She felt blown apart.

She’d perfectly recalled her last moments with Zack. Clear as day, every detail, right before the truck had hit them and killed her husband. It’d been visceral. Terrifying. She’d been right there, all over again.

She burst into tears. Hard, gasping sobs racked her body.

Colin pulled her into his arms, whispering words to soothe and calm her, not letting go. After a few minutes, she slumped against him, drained. He lay down and brought her with him, holding her close and tight.

It was only after the terror faded that it hit her. That she realized why she’d dreamed that, remembered that particular moment. It was the last time she’d heard a man tell her he loved her. Before Colin had last night.

After the accident, she’d struggled with memories. It’d been weeks before the last moments before the collision came back to her, and when they did, it’d been both absolutely devastating and a gift. A gift, because at least the last words they’d said to each other were “I love you.” She’d have that to hold onto for the rest of her life.

As the years passed, she didn’t think about falling in love again. She had no desire to meet someone new. She convinced herself love wasn’t in the cards for her, because she’d already had it. And now… when she least expected it, hadn’t asked for it… Colin loved her. When he’d said the words earlier, every muscle in her body had frozen. Because it panicked her, plain and simple.

She didn’t want him to love her, and she didn’t want to love him back. The feelings she’d been wrestling with felt like something deeper than like, and could be…

“Try to rest, Maggie,” Colin whispered against her temple. “I’ve got you.”

God, he was so sweet. He cared for her, and took good care of her. No one had taken care of her like this in so long, and it felt so good. Too good. She could get used to it. Get used to leaning on sweet, steady Colin and being with him. Caring for him in return. There were already cracks in her heart, and his light had seeped in…

Terrified. She was terrified. A shudder ran through the length of her.

“Shhhh.” He rubbed her back, kissed her forehead. “Everything’s all right.”

No, it wasn’t. Everything was far from all right. He loved her, and she cared too deeply for him. She was a traveler. That was what she did and who she was. A nomad. Colin McKinnon was roots, duty, solidity. Everything she wasn’t. He was wrong for her. She was wrong to have let him think to love her. She was leaving within a month’s time. Colin deserved someone who would stay, and she couldn’t stay.

Could she?

A whisper in her head said, You can’t travel forever. You always knew this deep down. What if you found someone worth staying still for? What if you gave loving someone new a chance? That’d be the ultimate adventure, wouldn’t it?

NO, another whisper roared. No, no, no. Stick with the plan. Keep moving…

Exhaustion won out and she slipped into sleep again.
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Maggie had felt unsettled since waking up Tuesday morning. They’d flown back to Dublin and parted ways, agreeing to meet at the pub on Thursday evening. She’d walked the streets all Tuesday evening, into the night, until her legs burned and her mind was calmer. On Wednesday, she hunkered down in her flat, spending the entire day writing out all the posts for all she’d done and seen in Ireland. She had forty-three things. She could easily knock out seven more in a week.

She could be done with this job by October first, was the truth of it. Her flat was paid until the end of the month, but if she organized herself properly, she’d be done with the job well ahead of schedule. Free to leave whenever she wanted.

Half of her was already feeling that familiar itch, that being ready to explore something new and seek out whatever was next. But half of her didn’t want to leave. She really did like living in Dublin. It was such an amazing city. She didn’t want to leave her charming neighborhood, the pub, the people… Colin. That was at the heart of everything. She didn’t want to leave Colin. And that made her want to run away from him as fast as she could.

Just because he said he loved her didn’t mean he was planning a future with her. She was getting ahead of herself. She wanted to ask him a million questions, but the answers scared her. Slowly, bit by bit, she retreated into herself, preparing to leave.

[image: *]*

From the moment they’d returned to Dublin, over the next two weeks, Colin felt Maggie pull away from him little by little. He didn’t know what to do about it. They made love into the wee hours… but it was different. When they’d met, he’d been the one with walls up. He’d lowered them… and now, she’d raised her own. He hated it. And yet, he understood it. In fact, it felt inevitable.

She didn’t want him to love her. That was clear.

She wanted him to venture out, find himself again, be happy. But she failed to grasp that all that had ignited because of her. Her effect on him had been profound from the start. She was bright light, music and color, fire and laughter. How could he not fall in love with her?

Maybe she’d only ever love Zack, and Colin… wasn’t him. Maybe he’d never be enough for her. Maybe no man would.

He hadn’t thought she was still pining for a ghost, but he’d been wrong before about so many things, he couldn’t discard the option that he’d been wrong about this too. She could separate sex from love, and had been doing that with Colin before he’d gone and made things serious. What else could he think?

Even when they lay in bed, and he felt what he thought was her affection, he could also feel the distance there. For once, it wasn’t a distance he’d created. She had.

But he was so in love with her, he took whatever she gave. After all, he’d had not much to offer when they met, had he? He’d given her whatever was left of him. She’d transformed that into something much more. She’d given him back a new sense of himself.

Apparently, it wasn’t mutual. All he’d given her was… remorse. He saw it in her eyes whenever something tender slipped out of his mouth. As if her dark eyes telegraphed, “I know you love me. I can’t love you back. I’m sorry.”

On a Friday night, he didn’t text her. She’d said she was having dinner with her friend Ciara, and that usually meant a late ladies’ night out. But he couldn’t bear being home alone. The walls closed in on him, the silence was deafening. Just like how it was when he’d first moved in… just like how it would be when Maggie was gone.

It hit him like a boot to the gut: in a way, she was already gone. She’d never really been his to begin with. She’d always had one foot out the door. He’d fallen for someone who would never be able to be his.

He stormed out of his flat and went to the pub. It was full, but he managed to nab an empty stool at the end of the bar. People jostled him, talked and laughed around him. He both welcomed the noise and hated it.

“Hey there!” George, one of the bartenders, appeared before him with a smile. They shook hands and Colin ordered a pint.

“Where’s your lady friend tonight?” George asked.

“Not here, apparently.” Colin glanced up at the flat-screen. “Some rugby and beer are what the doctor ordered tonight.”

“Yer in the right place, then, son.” George went to get his drink.

Colin thought about the people in his life. His kids would all be out with their friends tonight, having fun, carefree. Shannon would be home with her family. Same for his other siblings, his parents. Maggie was out with Ciara. Even Trish would likely be with her new man. And here he was, right where he’d started… alone.

George set a pint glass before him and studied him. “Ya all right?”

Colin nodded and sipped his beer. “I will be.”

A few weeks ago, Maggie had accused him of being like the dog in the cage who stared at the open door, afraid to go toward his own freedom. She’d been right.

He loved Maggie. He wanted her in his life. But he knew that wouldn’t happen. She was a free spirit in every way, he couldn’t tie her down. He wanted something more with her, something real and regular and… he scowled. That was what he wanted. Not her. She would always be free, needed to be. And he would never ask her to be anything other than herself.

He understood now. She loved meeting people, but wanted to connect quickly, on the surface, and then move on. Like a good fairy touching things with her magic wand, bringing them to life, then smiling indulgently and proceeding to the next thing.

He’d been brought back to life. What was he going to do with that?

Of course he wanted his life to include Maggie somehow. But he knew that wouldn’t happen. He loved her, but he had to start thinking about life beyond her… though that truly felt like a knife in his heart.
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The first weekend of October brought the last weekend trip, to Galway. Maggie invited Colin along and he’d gone with her. They ate, drank, shopped, and made love that night in ways that felt urgent, almost desperate. In their bed in the tiny inn, in the dark, he held her close afterward, his large hand sweeping up and down her back.

Maggie felt the tension between them. It’d been there since returning from Vienna, and she knew it was mainly her fault. She’d pulled away from him emotionally, and he was too in tune with her now not to feel it. She had to protect herself, steel up her heart for when she left… but she already missed him. Their conversation still flowed, but with an unspoken undercurrent of tension. Their clock was ticking.

“When are you leaving?” he asked in the darkness.

She gave a little jolt. “What?”

“When are you leaving Ireland? Do you have a set date?” His hand didn’t cease its slow run up and down her back. His voice was low and resigned. “You must by now. It’s October. You said you’d be going to America next.”

“Yes,” she said, and the word felt heavy on her tongue. “I booked the ticket just yesterday. Flying to Washington D.C. on the twentieth.”

His body tensed as he absorbed that. She shut her eyes and swallowed a sigh.

“Were you going to tell me?” he finally asked in a low murmur.

“Of course. I just… wanted this last weekend trip to be nice.”

“I see.”

“I didn’t want to… I just… I wanted things to stay light. I was going to tell you on Monday.”

“I believe you.”

His hand stopped stroking, stilling at the small of her back. They lay together for a long beat, the tension so thick it smothered her. He wanted more from her, she could feel it. She couldn’t take it. She got out of bed and went to the bathroom.

Closing the door behind her, she leaned against the sink as her heart fluttered in her chest. Tears sprung to her eyes. She allowed a few to fall, then sniffed hard and willed them to stop. She had to get a hold of herself.

If she couldn’t make sense of her jumbled feelings, how could she expect him to?

She always prided herself on how open she was, living in the moment and letting herself feel things… she’d been in panic mode from the moment Colin told her he loved her. God, he’d been right. She lied to herself, and he deserved better.

She threw open the bathroom door, strode to the side of the bed, looked down at him, and said, “You always knew I was leaving.” She hurled the words at him.

He sat up to look back at her. “Of course.”

“Why… why did you…” She didn’t even know what she was trying to ask.

“Why did I fall in love with you anyway?” he asked. “Aye, bloody inconvenient, that. Didn’t do it knowingly, for what it’s worth.”

Damn him and his dry wit. She let out a watery hiccup. “I have to leave.”

“I know that,” he said quietly.

She stared at him, helpless and frustrated.

“If you’re waiting for me to ask you not to leave,” he finally said, “it’s not going to happen. So don’t worry about that.”

Blood drained from her face, making her feel woozy. Had she misread him? He didn’t want her to stay? She leaned against the bed. Her mind was going in circles now.

“Get back in bed,” he said. “It’s late. Let’s get some sleep.”

“I don’t know what you want from me,” she blurted out.

He gazed at her before saying, “It doesn’t matter.”

“How can you say that? Of course it matters.”

“Not really, when you don’t want the same thing.”

Something like a howl started forming in her chest. “How do you know I don’t want the same thing?” she cried.

“Because you’ve made it clear in many ways since we got back from Vienna.”

That hurt. Because he was right, and she knew it. “You don’t know what I want. I don’t know what I want!”

“All right.”

“No, it’s not! You’ve got me all—I mean—” She growled in frustration and swept her hair back with both trembling hands. “I just know that you’re wonderful, and I have to leave, and you deserve better than that.”

His eyes stayed on hers for a moment. He swallowed, his throat working. “Maggie… I won’t find better than you. I wasn’t looking in the first place, and I certainly won’t be once you’re gone.”

She gaped at him, not knowing what to say to that. Finally she choked out, “I want you to be happy.”

“Well, with you, I’m happy. Happier than I’ve ever been in my life,” he revealed. “But you’re going to leave. I’m going to stay. We’re at an impasse, and that’s all there is to it, in the end. Life will go on. You know that.” He lay back down and turned his back to her. “I’m going to sleep, love. I’m exhausted.”

She stared at his back. He’d opened himself up, thrown his heart at her feet, then retreated again. She couldn’t blame him. The chaos swirling through her head and heart were draining her too.

After a minute, she slipped into bed, careful not to touch him. Then the inches between them pained her, an acute ache. She rolled to her side and spooned him the way he usually did to her, pressing her front to his back, sliding her arm around his waist. He was so warm and solid. She laid her cheek against his skin, soaking him in, cherishing him. Her heart pounded as she thought of him and what he’d said… her fingers found his and laced through, locking them.

He squeezed them back but didn’t say anything. They laid side by side, wide awake for a long time before sleep finally overtook them.




Chapter Fifteen


The bus ride from Galway back to Dublin had been quiet. They held hands, but didn’t talk. When the sights of Dublin came into view, Maggie thought, We’re home.

She gasped aloud as it hit her. Home. The thought had been so natural, unprompted and genuine. Maybe because it was the longest she’d stayed in any city since recouping after the accident at her parents’ house. Maybe it was because she genuinely loved everything about Dublin. But it was the closest thing to feeling at home in a place than she’d felt in forever. That connection, that tug of her heart… with both the city, and with Colin.

Her eyes ran over his profile, and the buildings beyond, outside the window. Affection surged through her, both for the man and the city.

She could be happy here.

Panic laced through her. God, what was she thinking? What would she do here, besides being with Colin? She was a travel writer, she couldn’t stay in one place. A regular office job? Rent and bills to pay? That wasn’t for her. She had to leave soon. Before all this settled any deeper in her bones or her heart.

When they grabbed their bags and unboarded the bus, Colin turned to her and said, “Free for dinner tomorrow?”

“No,” she said. “I have to write up the weekend. Get more notes in order.”

He looked at her for a long beat, then nodded. “Text me when you’re free, then.” He leaned in, dropped a light, quick kiss on her lips, then hefted his bag over his shoulder and walked away.

She stared after him. He was hurting. She was hurting him, a little more each day. It wasn’t fair to him. None of this was.

Colin McKinnon wasn’t built for a casual affair. She’d tried to break him out of his box, make him something he wasn’t. He was built to dig in deep and care. Because when he gave of himself, he gave everything.

What had she done?
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By Tuesday night, Maggie missed Colin so much she ached. They hadn’t texted or spoken since getting back from Galway. Going out for dinner by herself didn’t help, it made her feel acutely lonely. It made her miss Colin more. Which was stupid, because it was her own damn fault.

She was avoiding him, hiding from him… she recognized it, and knew it wasn’t right. Self-loathing crept into her blood and stirred. She always thought she was so bold. What a crock of shit. She was running scared, pure and simple, and Colin deserved better from her. Her behavior made her sick.

She was only back in her flat for a few minutes before she texted him. Hi. Where are u?

He responded two minutes later. At the pub.

That was it. No invitation to join him, no inquiry of how she was. He was pulling back too. A burst of anxiety shot through her.

She went to the bathroom mirror to put on mascara and tinted lip balm, re-comb her hair and hustle her ponytail into sleekness. Shoving her phone into her wristlet and her feet into her sneakers, she headed to Reardon’s.

Pushing into the pub, she found it half full with the regulars. She smiled and said hellos as she weaved her way inside. She’d grown to love this place and its patrons. Searching quickly, she spotted Colin at his favorite back booth… sitting with a woman. Light brown hair, her back to Maggie. Colin laughed at something the woman said, and jealousy flared quick and hot in Maggie’s chest.

She should turn around and leave, let him enjoy his evening with the mystery woman. After all, hadn’t she told him more than once that he’d have to have a life of his own once she left? But she couldn’t take her eyes off him.

He laughed again, the rare, genuine smile that lit up his whole face, and her stomach twisted. He was a handsome, sexy, intelligent man with a dry sense of humor and a heart of gold. Of course he’d find someone new after her. She knew it, even if he didn’t. She just couldn’t bear to actually witness it.

As if sensing he was being watched, Colin’s eyes lifted and locked with hers. A warm smile broke across his face and he waved her over.


“Great,” Maggie mumbled. She forced her legs to work, winding through the room until she got to his table. “Hi,” she said, forcing a smile.

“Didn’t expect to see you tonight,” he said.

“Clearly,” Maggie remarked, her eyes falling on the woman across the booth from him. She was closer to his age, pretty, with bright blue eyes and flawless skin, and staring openly at Maggie.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Maggie said, looking back to Colin.

“You’re not.” He shifted over, making room for her on his side of the booth. “Maggie Spencer, this is my favorite sister, Shannon Fitzgerald. Shan, this is Maggie.”

Shannon’s eyes flew wide. “Oh! It’s grand to meet you! Please, sit down.”

Maggie recognized the same bright blue eyes she adored on Colin and swallowed the sting of feeling foolish. She’d practically foamed at the mouth with jealousy when finding him with another woman, and it was his sister, the famous Shannon.

I am officially an asshole, Maggie thought. “You’re sure I’m not interrupting?”

“Not at all!” Shannon said eagerly. “Truth is, he was just talkin’ about ya.”

As Maggie sat beside Colin, he shot his sister a hard look.

Shannon blinked and covered quickly, saying, “He was telling me how you just went to Galway last weekend. I haven’t been there in an age. I really should go, take my daughters shopping, make a weekend away.”

“It’s lovely there,” Maggie said. “I enjoyed it.”

“I did too,” Colin said. He reached for his pint glass and drained what was left.

She could feel the warmth of Colin’s body beside her and her cells rioted. Only forty-eight hours without him, and her body reacted viscerally to his nearness. She wanted to curl into his side and breathe him in, run her hands over his solid frame, and kiss every inch of exposed skin she could see.

If he sensed any of that, he didn’t let on. He was his usual cool, calm self. He’d been enjoying himself with his sister, and also obviously glad to see Maggie. “Want a drink?” he asked her.

“Desperately,” Maggie answered.

The three of them talked for almost an hour. Shannon was full of questions about Maggie’s travels. Maggie found her to be warm, friendly, with a hint of steel that came out when Maggie joked about her being a protective sister.

“I’m more than that,” Shannon assured her. “I’m his best friend. We have each other’s back. Always have, always will.”

Maggie was glad Colin had someone like Shannon in his life. Despite what he said and perhaps felt, Maggie knew Shannon would never let him be truly alone. And she’d be there for him when Maggie left.

Yawning by nine, Shannon left to head back home. She shook Maggie’s hand goodbye, but gave her brother a warm hug. “You’ll call me,” she told him. “Soon.”

“Promise,” he said, tossing her a wink.

Shannon nodded as a silent message passed between them. She wished them a good night, then left.

“She adores you,” Maggie said as soon as she was out of earshot.

“’Tis mutual.”

“You were talking to her about me. About us.”

He nodded and stole a sip of his beer. “Does that bother you?”

“No. I’m glad to know you have a friend to talk to. You’ve mentioned you and she were close, but I didn’t think you’d told anyone about us.”

“My kids know I take day trips with you, that we’re friends. Shannon’s the only one who knows we’re lovers.”

Maggie sat with that for a moment. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Am I a secret?”

“Several reasons,” he said. “Most of all being what I do is no one’s business but mine.”

“Okay. I know you’re a very private man. But…”

“Yes, I am. And it’s not that I’m embarrassed of you or something like that.” He frowned at her. “Maggie. You’re leaving. No sense in telling people we’re together, when soon, we won’t be. It’s that simple.”

Even though she understood his point, his words felt like tiny sharp digs in her chest.

“Did you tell Ciara about us?” he asked.

“Of course. Weeks ago. Girls need to talk.”

He shrugged. “All right.”

“She’s dying to meet you,” Maggie continued, “but I kept you safe, not to worry.”

He gave her a long look. Then his brows lifted and he glanced away, up to the flat-screen. He watched a few seconds of the rugby match. “So. How’ve you been?”

She wanted to crawl into his lap. “Not so good,” she admitted.

His eyes went back to her face, scouring. “Why?”

“Because I’m crazy about you,” she said. “And I’m all screwed up.”

He stilled, his intense gaze now locked with hers. “You’re not alone in that.”

As if propelled, she closed the gap between them, grasping his face between her hands as she fused her lips to his. He kissed her back, his hands on her hair, and she swayed into him, needing to feel him close.

“Please come home with me,” she whispered against his mouth. “Let’s go.”

“As if I can ever say no to you,” he whispered back.

After a hot, hard, urgent round of sex, they lay entwined in the darkness. She started to drift off… and felt him kiss her forehead, then slowly rise from the bed.

“You’re leaving?” she asked.

“I’ve an early department meeting in the morning.” He reached down, finding his pants on the floor. “No sense in my waking ya early like that.”

“I don’t know what to do about us,” she said plainly. She sat up to look at him.

“There’s nothing to do, love,” he said sadly. He looked around for his shirt. Finding it on the back of her chair, he grabbed it and pulled it on.

“I have feelings for you,” she said. “I do. You’re a wonderful man. But I can’t stay here. I travel, it’s what I do.”

“I know. I fully understand that.” He stared balefully down at her. “Doesn’t mean I don’t love you anyway. Can’t help it. I do.”

A long shudder rolled through her, flipping her stomach.

“That’s all there is to say,” he murmured.

“The hell it is.” She flung back the covers and got out of bed. Standing before him naked, she felt exposed, body and soul, but it was fitting.

“What else should I say, Maggie?”

“Plenty. Like everything else you’re thinking.”

He shook his head and said softly, “You don’t want to hear that.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Really? Then why haven’t I heard a word from you in two days? Why have you been slowly but surely pulling away from me for weeks? You think I haven’t noticed, or felt it? I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a moron.”

She started to pace the room. Since the room was small, she ate up the space quickly, making it seem more like she was spinning in a wild, erratic circle. Then she stopped and said to him, a bit harshly, “Yes, you’re right. I have been doing all that. I’m sorry for it. It’s why I sought you out tonight. We have to talk about this, dammit.”

He kept looking at her. So much going on in his eyes, and she couldn’t make out any of it. Frustration whirled in her chest; she knew this was going to be bad and she hated confrontations, but putting this talk off had done nothing but eat away at her.

“Would you please just fucking say what’s on your mind?” she hissed.

“You’re getting angry.”

“Ah! You noticed.”

“Your anger is misplaced,” Colin said, his voice hardening too. Frowning, the crease between his brows deepened as his jaw set tightly. “You want to hear it? Fine. I love you. Like, crazy in love with you. I wish you could stay in Dublin. I wish we could be together, be a couple, all of that. I want to see you every day, and be inside you every night. See what sharing a life with you would be like. It should scare me, wanting a serious relationship again, but it doesn’t. Not if it’s with you. I just want you.”

He raked his hands through his hair, leaving it mussed as he ground out, “I don’t want you to leave. But you’re going to, you have to—and I can’t, and won’t, stop you. So, tell me, what else is there to say?”

She felt the blood drain from her face. Her heart pounded and she took a step back. “I… I think there’s a lot more to say.”

“Really? Like what? You want me to beg you to stay?” His eyes narrowed as he stepped toward her. “I won’t do that. I’d never do that. I want you more than anything, but you have to want me too. You have to stay because you want to, not out of guilt or obligation. I’ve done that, remember? Stayed with someone out of obligation? It broke me,” he hissed. Eyes flashing, he added sternly, “I could never do that to you. Or to myself. Not again. I won’t.”

She gasped softly. “That’s… Colin… no, that wouldn’t be us.”

“It could be. If you stayed for me, and not for you. And I don’t want you that way. I’m desperately in love with you, but I don’t want you that way.” His eyes glittered as they swept over her face. “I’m rooted here, Maggie. Deep roots. You don’t want roots. You have wings. I won’t clip them.” He gripped her arms and whispered hotly, “I will never pressure you, guilt you, or even ask you to stay. Because I love you too much to do that.”

She swallowed hard to try to clear her throat. The lump there felt like a boulder.

He stared down at her, but released her. “You think this is easy for me? For fuck’s sake, I’ll miss you every bloody day and night. Always wondering where you are, what you’re doing, if you’re all right… but I’m letting you go.” His hand lifted to cup her chin, his thumb stroked her cheek. “I had to give up my dreams, my plans. I’ll not ask that of anyone, ever, no matter how much I want them to stay in my life. Not my kids, and certainly not you. You understand me?”

She stared back at him, transfixed. Their gazes locked. She could barely breathe.

“If I… if we could… maybe what I would ask,” he said quietly, “is that you don’t just disappear forever. That would kill me. So…” His other hand came up; both hands cupped her face. “I want to stay in touch, if you do too. Emails, texts. They don’t have to be constant, or every day, but regularly enough that I can…” He sighed, gazing into her eyes as his thumbs stroked her cheeks. “Maybe in between jobs, every few months, you could come back to Dublin and see me for a few days. What about that?”

“What?” she stammered. “You… you want to just… wait for me? For whenever I might come to see you?”

He nodded. “Aye.”

“That’s not fair to you!” she exclaimed. “That’s…”

“Better than never seeing you again,” he whispered.

She shook her head wildly and stepped back from him. “I won’t do that. You’d be stuck. It’s not right. You need to move on with your life when I leave.”

“And I will.” His eyes flashed. “But I love you, Maggie. That’s not just talk. Do you have any idea what that means for me, when I say those words?”

Her breath caught at the look on his face. Stormy and frustrated and incredulous.

“I’ve never loved anyone like I love you,” he said fiercely. “And I’m not going to. So yes, I’d wait for you. Either way, I’m certainly not going to be looking to meet someone else. My heart belongs to you now.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Whether you want it or not, it’s yours. I’m yours. That’s just how it is.”

Her eyes stung as her head swam. “My God, Colin… I…” The tears escaped, sliding down her cheeks. Feelings crashed inside her, overwhelming her. She felt so strongly for him… but she couldn’t get the words out. She just couldn’t.

He stepped to her, held her face, and kissed her lips with exquisite tenderness. “I know you have to go,” he whispered. He gazed at her for a long beat, dropped a gentle kiss on her forehead. “I’ll be here,” he whispered against her skin. “Always.”

She cried quietly, the tears rolling down her face. “You can’t wait for me to pop by once or twice a year.”

“You can’t tell me what to do or how to feel.”

A sob escaped her.

“Answer me one thing.” He pulled back to look right into her eyes. “You’re still too much in love with Zack, aren’t you? You thought you let him go, but you didn’t.”

“No!” she cried. “No, that’s not it. Of course I’ll always love him, but he’s gone. I need to live, and I do. I just… I don’t know if I can love like that again.”

“No one’s asking you to, Maggie,” Colin whispered. “What you had with him was sacred. A piece of you will never be over him. Honor that.”

She cried harder. “I do. But I want more out of life than memories.”

“You always tell me I need to choose things for myself. Well, love… you have to choose too. And you do, all the time.” His hand ran over her hair. “You talk about living… well, whether you choose to make room in your heart for someone new—whether it’s me, or someone else—that’s up to you. I think, for all your travels and healing, you’ve decided that’s not for you. You chose it.”

He sighed and his mouth twisted into a sad smile. “That night, when I said you hide, that you lie to yourself? That’s what I was getting at. You think it’s all behind you, but it’s not completely. You think you’re so open, and I’m the one who’s closed off. It’s not true. You are too. You’ve been hiding from your pain, lying to yourself that you were free of it. Maybe you never will be. But maybe you’re also afraid of your freedom and don’t know what to do with it. Believe me, I understand that.”

Emotions slammed her, making her stomach roll with nausea and bile rise in her throat. “I can’t do this,” she stammered between sobs. “I—I just need to keep moving. That’s what’s kept me going…”

“I know.” Colin pulled her in and held her close. She clung to him as she cried.

“You do what you have to do,” he said. “I’ll love you no matter what. That won’t change. So, if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.”

“I don’t want you to wait for me!” she cried. “I mean it.”

“Okay. But I’m still going to be here anyway, so.” He kissed her forehead again and gently pushed her back. “We don’t have to talk about this again. You know how I feel, what I want. We still have what, two weeks together, give or take? Hopefully, we’ll make the most of it. I certainly intend to. Being with you has been the most… the best time of my life.” His large hands framed her face. “You brought me back to life again. No matter what happens, I’ll always be grateful to you for that.”

She stared at him in astonishment. “That’s what I wanted for you,” she whispered. “That’s all I wanted.”

“And ya got a lot more than ya bargained for. Well, same here.” Wiping her tears with his thumbs, he pressed a kiss to her mouth before turning away. “I’ll text you tomorrow.” He walked out of her room, then out of the flat, closing the door quietly behind him.

Maggie sank to the bed. Her whole body shook as she curled up beneath the blankets, trying to stem the racing of her heart.




Chapter Sixteen


Maggie eased back against the cushions as she stared out the window. This plush chair was her favorite in her parents’ house. Tucked in the corner of the den, it was old and comfy and looked out on the spacious backyard. The leaves were all off the trees now, leaving scrawny naked branches that reached up to the overcast sky.

Thanksgiving, all about family togetherness, had left her with an acute sense of melancholy. Her family had been decent. She’d even go so far as to say she was enjoying the visit. Her sisters hadn’t aggravated her too much, and her parents didn’t ignore, as they had through most of her younger years, or smother, as they did after the accident. Helping with the cooking for the past two days had kept her busy, given her something to do. Now, as she sat full of Thanksgiving dinner, the melancholy returned as she gazed out at the gray sky. Gray skies reminded her of Dublin, and of Colin.

Oh hell, everything reminded her of Colin. She missed him so much it hurt.

Five weeks had gone by since she’d left Dublin, and him. A man of his word, he hadn’t asked her to stay. Since that talk where he’d poured his heart out, he’d never again brought up her possibly staying. He didn’t bring up any of it.

A part of her ached over that. She wanted him to ask her to stay, she admitted that to herself. But he didn’t. He helped her pack, he drove her to the airport, he kissed her like his life depended on her oxygen… and with a frown etched into his face, heartache plain in his eyes, he said goodbye and walked out of the terminal. She watched his back until she couldn’t see him anymore, and for the first time in a long time, anxiety washed over her at being alone.

She’d enjoyed the two and a half weeks in D.C., catching up with old friends from college and prior travels, staying at B&Bs in Maryland and Virginia before driving through the Blue Ridge Mountains. She stayed in small hotels, saw breathtaking natural vistas, taking her time through West Virginia and up to Ohio a few days before Thanksgiving, as promised.

And never stopped thinking of the wonderful man she’d left behind in Dublin.

She’d texted him when she arrived safely in the States, as she’d promised. He’d answered immediately, thanking her for keeping that promise and wishing her well.

A few days later, from a dark bar in Georgetown, she’d texted him: I miss you.

The next morning, she woke to his texted response: I miss you too. I love you.

She wanted to send him pictures of the monuments, the White House, things from the museums she visited. She wanted to write and write, to have contact. But she knew it wasn’t fair to him. So she didn’t text, or email, or call. If he loved her enough to let her go, she had to treat him with the same respect and let him go too. Keeping his hopes up that she’d return wasn’t fair… even if she found herself daydreaming about it often. Different scenarios played out in her head. Secretly arriving in Dublin, she’d surprise him by showing up at his office, or finding him at the pub… oh, how she missed the comfort of going to her local for a pint.

And no matter where she went, goddammit, Guinness just didn’t taste the same here in the USA as it did in Dublin.

She dreamed about him almost every night. When she did, she woke feeling both happy that she’d seen his face so clearly, heard his rumbling voice… and aching over his absence. When she didn’t dream of him, she woke feeling bereft, missing him anew.

No matter what she did, where she went, she thought of him. He’d gotten under her skin, burrowed deep into her heart, and she yearned for him. She was a hot mess.

The worst part was something she’d only begun to admit to herself: traveling wasn’t fun these days. She groused at having to pack and unpack, the continuous moving and shuffling… instead of feeling adventurous, she felt displaced.

Had the allure and appeal of traveling finally lost its luster? After almost a decade? Because of one man? Maggie just couldn’t believe that. The sum of her experiences couldn’t come down to wanting to be in one place with one man. She was just lonely.

You don’t have to be lonely, a voice whispered in her head. You chose that.

She closed her eyes and sighed.

“I thought you might be in here.” Her mother’s voice came from the doorway. Susie smiled at her as she crossed the room. “We’re all going to watch the movie. You joining us?”

Her family’s tradition, since she was a child, was to watch It’s A Wonderful Life after Thanksgiving dinner. Tonight, any distraction was welcome. “Sure,” Maggie said and got to her feet.

“Um… you’re staying another two or three days, right?” Susie asked.

“Yeah. I’m leaving on Sunday. Why?” Maggie cocked her head and half-joked, “Trying to get rid of me already?”

“Goodness, no!” Susie exclaimed. “I’d love for you to stay right through the New Year, but I know you never would. I’m just wondering if you’re going to look through your things while you’re here.” She tugged at her sweater and added, “Truthfully, I thought you would have by now.”

Maggie swallowed hard. Souvenirs from all her journeys were in her old room. Her parents had been kind enough to use it as a storage room for Maggie’s things. It was the only storage unit she had on the planet. A piece of her wanted to look through her stuff… but the rest of her had put it off, a sense of unease sweeping over her whenever she even got near the door of her old room.

“I know,” she said. “I have to do that, and I will. Either tomorrow or Saturday.”

“Whatever you want,” her mom said, and reached for her. “Can I have a hug?”

Maggie went to her mother and was folded in her sturdy embrace. It felt good to be hugged, and she savored it. For once, her mother was the first to let go, not her.
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Colin rubbed his eyes as he woke up. A glance toward the window showed another gray, dreary late November day. Then again, every day had seemed dreary since Maggie had left.

He’d heard from her twice, when she’d arrived in America… but not since. She didn’t contact him, so he didn’t contact her. It hurt every day. He longed to talk to her. But he’d said he’d let her go, he had to stick to that.

What she didn’t know was that he’d kept traveling. Dublin felt empty without her. He couldn’t even stand to go to Reardon’s anymore; every time he had, he’d swallowed a kernel of hope that she’d changed her mind and would walk through the door. His stories had dried up, he couldn’t write.

So he took a page from her book. Suddenly, he understood the need to go to new places to leave ghosts behind. He kept moving.

Two weeks after she left, he went on an overnight trip to Belfast. Three weeks after she left, he took a short trip to Scotland. Easy enough; the flight to Glasgow was all of an hour and fifteen minutes. He visited several museums, restaurants, pubs. The way he’d dreamed of doing in his youth… the way Maggie had shown him he could do now. He figured she’d likely be proud of him. He was proud of himself.

But walking along, on his fourth and last day there, he’d come upon a sculpture on the street. The inscription made his blood run cold as he read it. From the renowned architect and artist Charles Rennie Mackintosh: “Without you, everything has a flatness. I feel as if I’m waiting for something all the time.”

It was exactly how his life felt without Maggie.

It hit him like a sledgehammer. Colin stood and stared at that sculpture for a good ten minutes. His writing hadn’t been able to adequately express how he felt, but that one quote did. He felt the longing for Maggie so deep in his bones, it brought tears to his eyes and almost made him double over.

He didn’t know if he’d ever see her again.

So far, it didn’t look good. Radio silence implied the forever type of gone.

When he got back to Dublin, Colin started writing again. Not stories, but letters. Long letters he’d never send. By longhand, in his notebooks, he wrote love letters, or just talked to Maggie, pouring his heart out. Telling her about his day, things he’d done and seen, his thoughts about life in general. He couldn’t talk to her in reality, but in his letters, he said every word. The ink and paper were his safe place to land, and it helped.

This morning, the patter of rain against his window made him groan. He didn’t want to get out of bed. Maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe he’d blow off work today…

No he wouldn’t. That wasn’t who he was. But before he’d get in the shower, he checked his phone. It had become dull, checking his phone. A daily disappointment. Without messages from Maggie, who cared anymore? But this morning, there was an email notification, and he opened it. His heart skipped a beat, then soared. It was from Maggie. She’d sent it last night, while he was asleep.

Suddenly charged with adrenaline, he sat up a bit to read her email.

Hi Colin. Hope this note finds you well.

I’m in Ohio. I went to my parents’ house for a few days, for Thanksgiving. I’d been kind of dreading it, but you know what? It’s been nice. My sisters are okay, my baby niece is adorable, and my parents have been great. They’ve all been shoving food at me and I’ve been eating like a pig. Will have to do a LOT of walking when I get to New York next week. That’s the plan, by the way. I’ll be in NY for all of December (mainly NYC, to be specific). Don’t you have family there?

Anyway… last night, as is family tradition, we watched the old movie ‘It’s A Wonderful Life’ after dinner. Have you ever seen it? It’s a classic here in the USA, but I don’t know if it is in Ireland. It’s a Christmas movie, about the life of a man named George Bailey… it’s really amazing, and if you haven’t seen it, might I suggest that you do?

Thing is, it struck me: you’re kind of like George Bailey. He wanted to bust out of his small town and dreamed of traveling, seeing the world. Because of family obligations, that didn’t happen for him, and he was stuck in his tiny town. He resented it, and over the years it poked at him, and… well, I don’t want to spoil the movie for you in case you haven’t seen it. But he kind of reminded me of you. Then again, everything seems to remind me of you these days. He had a happy ending. I want you to have one too. One of your own making, which you can do now.

Also, I miss you. I really do. I hope my silence hasn’t made you think otherwise. I’d hate for you to think I don’t care about you, when I do, so much. I’m just trying to be fair to you. I don’t want you putting your life on hold, hoping I’ll come back. I don’t know when I’ll be back in Dublin. But I do miss that city, and I miss you. I can’t get you out of my head. Or my heart.

Even that feels unfair to tell you. But it’s the truth. You were so brave and honest about your feelings. I know how hard that must have been for you. So I wanted to reciprocate.

Hope you’re all right. Hope you’ll enjoy the holidays with your kids. I think of you…

Much love, Maggie

Colin reread the email three times before getting out of bed, unable to wipe the smile from his face. His heart felt a hundred times lighter. Her words meant the world to him. She’d missed him enough to tell him he was in her head and her heart.

He wanted to do something… he just wasn’t sure what. For now, he’d wait. She missed him. She’d reached out to him. It was something.
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On Saturday afternoon, while her mother cleaned the house and her father stored some things in the garage, Maggie finally ventured into her old room.

She looked around, her breath catching. There were boxes of all sizes in neat stacks, all with her own handwriting on them from different corners of the world. Her mother had been careful with them, and Maggie appreciated that.

Taking a deep breath, she pulled her pocketknife from her jeans and began opening them, one by one.

It was like taking a stroll down memory lane. Holding a piece of jewelry from Greece, a leather jacket from Italy, a tiny painted sculpture from South Africa, a small blown glass bowl from Iceland… she could instantly see those places in her mind, recall them down to details. God, she was glad she’d done this, and so grateful her parents were willing to let her store things here.

Before she knew it, two hours had passed.

The next-to-last box made her frown in confusion. It didn’t have her handwriting on it. It was from Texas.

A chill ran through her. She recognized the address. It was from Zack’s family.

With fingers that had suddenly gone numb, she carefully sliced open the brown paper, noting the date on the stamp. It had been sent almost a year ago, in time for last Christmas, but of course Maggie hadn’t come home for that. She opened the box to find an envelope sat on top of a much smaller box. With her nerves on edge, she read the handwritten letter inside from… oh God, his mother.

Dear Maggie,

A friend of Zack’s from college sent a bunch of photos to us, thinking we might like to have them. His name is Jeff Cairns, maybe you remember him?

Maggie choked out a laugh and shivered. Jeff had been Zack’s roommate for the last two years of college. Of course she remembered him. A skinny, funny guy, he’d been like a brother to Zack, and Maggie had adored him. But after the accident, she’d barely heard from him. Like most of their college friends, she figured they either didn’t know what to say or didn’t care enough to try. Many of them had faded away quickly, or kept contact to the occasional comment on her website or Facebook page.

She kept reading.

The thing is, so many of the pictures have you in them too, of course. So I scanned them so we could have a copy, but I thought perhaps you’d like to have these. You should.

I know you still travel the world, I follow your blog. It’s been wonderful to see what you’ve done. The last time I talked to you, you said you were going to finish what you and Zack had started, and it seems you have. I’m sure he smiles down on you every day. But I do hope you’ll also take the time to find something more for yourself.

I know this may sound strange coming from your former mother-in-law, but I hope you find love again. You’re so young still, Maggie, and you’re a beautiful, wonderful person. Get married again and have a family of your own. Maybe you have and I just don’t know. It’s not my business. I just…

I just look at these pictures, and the love you and Zack shared comes jumping out. You have so much love and light inside. I hope you’ve found someone new to share them with. I know Zack wouldn’t have wanted you to be alone for the rest of your life. He loved you that much.

I hope when and if you find someone and get married again, you’ll let me know. Don’t feel weird about that! It would make me so happy to know you found someone new. You loved my son, Maggie. You made him so happy. And because of that, I’ll always love you and want you to be happy. I hope that you are, and will always be.

Take good care. My best to your parents. Happy Holidays!

With love, Donna Spencer

Maggie couldn’t breathe. She gasped for air, rubbing at her tightening chest. Her face felt hot and she felt woozy. She put the letter down with utmost care, as if it were made of glass, and opened the lid of the small, flat box with shaking fingers.

A stack of photos was inside, curled a bit at the edges, all loose and disorganized. About fifty of them. Photo after photo of her and Zack. At the cafeteria, in his dorm room, outside on campus, out and about in Chicago, at a party, kissing in a car…

“Maggie?”

Maggie’s head jerked up. Her mom stood in the doorway, gazing down at her with concern.

“Why are you crying, honey?” Susie asked. “What’s wrong?”

Maggie didn’t even realize she’d been crying. She couldn’t speak. She held up the pictures, grasped the letter and held it out. A fresh sob escaped her and she started to shake violently.

Susie sat beside her and swept her into a hug. Maggie sank into her arms and cried harder than she had in a long, long time.

Her mother rocked her, held her, said words to soothe. The pain throbbed through her, as raw and deep as if a scab had been ripped off her heart. And in a way, one had been.

Her father appeared in the doorway. Susie asked him to give them some time and he closed the door. Maggie kept crying until the tears ran out, until her throat was scraped and her sinuses felt like they were going to explode.

Her mother finally let go of her, grasping the nearby box of tissues. Maggie wiped her face, blew her nose, and sighed.

“This was like a kick to the stomach,” Maggie said. “Looking at those pictures brought back such specific memories… I hadn’t remembered them in years.”

“Of course, sweetheart,” Susie cooed, still stroking her back.

“I’d gotten to a better place with this,” Maggie said. “But lately, it’s been bad again. Nightmares…” She sniffed hard, trying to clear her clogged up nose. “I’ll always miss him. But the pain has been back. The fear, simmering.”

“Did something trigger it?” Susie asked gently.

“Yeah. I… I met someone.” Maggie drew a shaky breath. “I met someone wonderful. In Dublin. He loves me. And I left him there because I travel, it’s what I do.” Her eyes filled with tears again. “I’m afraid to love him, Mom. I’m so afraid to love again. What if something happens to him? What if he leaves me? I couldn’t take it, I can’t go through that kind of loss again…”

“Yes, actually, you could,” her mom said.

Maggie sniffled hard and looked at her mother.

“You’re a survivor. I know. I watched my girl fight her way back in the hospital, in the rehab, day after day.” Susie’s eyes flashed with sadness. “I didn’t know how you’d come back from all that. But you did. And thrived. I admire you, Maggie. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.”

The air whooshed out of Maggie’s lungs as she stared. “Wow.”

“It’s true. But yes… part of how you survived is… you ran away from your grief, from your problems,” Susie said quietly. “You had the money and freedom to do that, so you did. Who could blame you? But, honey… when will you stop running?”

“I didn’t think I was running,” Maggie said. “I thought I was rebuilding my life.”

“Maybe it was both,” Susie said. “But it’s time to stop and face what you didn’t back then. Don’t you know that if you survived everything that happened, you can survive anything life throws at you? The only thing that would hold you back? Is you.”

It sounded just like things she’d said to Colin. Maggie blew her nose again, then picked up the letter. One line screamed at her: I know Zack wouldn’t have wanted you to be alone for the rest of your life. She pointed that line out to her mother. “You think that’s true?”

“Of course,” Susie said. “He wouldn’t want you to be alone for the rest of your life. I don’t think he’d want you to be alone at all.”

“I am so alone,” Maggie said. “I am. I needed to be before. I was still finding my way in the world without Zack. And I got to a good place. I really did. But now… I’m not just alone, I’m lonely. The truth is, I was feeling that way before I went to Dublin. And then I met Colin…” Just saying his name filled her heart with warmth. “I thought I was helping him heal from something. But you know what? He helped me too. I didn’t even realize it…”

“He loves you?” Susie asked.

“Yes. And I realized that I love him too. I’ve been unhappy since I left him, because I miss him so much.” Maggie wiped at her swollen eyes. “He’s so smart. And hot. And so grumpy,” she added with a laugh. “He’s forty-one. Divorced, has three kids and he adores them, they’re the most important things in his life. He hates his career. He always wanted to travel. So I asked him to…”

Maggie poured out the story. Holding the box of photos in her lap, she told her mother all about Colin McKinnon.

“He sounds like a fine, solid man,” her mother finally said. “And he’s waiting for you?”

“I think so. I hope so…” Maggie shook her head. “God, I’ve been so stupid. I’ve been awful to him.”

“Not on purpose,” Susie said. “And if he truly loves you, he knows that. Which is probably why he’s waiting for you.” She brushed back a stray hair from her daughter’s eyes. “Let him love you. Give it a try. If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work, but you should give it a chance.”

Maggie felt a surge of panic. “I don’t know how to be settled down in one place. I’ve never done it, and I don’t know if it’s for me.”

“Well… what if you worked out a way to still travel, but have a place in Dublin as your home base?” Susie gestured around the room. “Eventually, all these things will need a home.” She touched her daughter’s damp cheek. “Everything and everyone needs a place to call home. Even you.”

Maggie recalled her instant thought when the bus rolled back into Dublin city limits: We’re home.

“Maybe,” Susie went on, “it’s time to consider that you want something new. That’s normal. That’s growing and changing, learning who you are and what you want at a new point in your life. And that’s not a disservice to Zack’s memory, honey. It’s like his mother said: he’d want you to be happy. I believe that too. You have to let yourself believe it.” She took Maggie’s hands. “It’s okay to love again. To let someone in again.”

“I don’t want to forget Zack,” Maggie whispered.

“You won’t. You couldn’t if you tried.” Susie smiled gently. “You can love a different person in a different way, and one has nothing to do with the other, you know?” Susie’s brow furrowed as she tried to find a different way to phrase what she meant. “You don’t have to love Colin like you loved Zack, and you’re not supposed to. They’re different people. And you’re a different person now than you were then. So… there can always be a place in your heart for Zack, and plenty of room in your huge heart for another man too. Loving one doesn’t cancel out loving the other. It just… adds to your heart. Does that make any sense?”

“It makes a lot of sense, actually,” Maggie whispered.

“Oh good.” Susie rubbed her hands. “Colin knows about Zack?”

Maggie nodded. “Sure he does.”

“Okay. Don’t you think he’d understand? And don’t you think you owe it to yourself to let yourself love again? Not for Zack. Not even for Colin, necessarily. But for yourself, honey. Everyone needs love. Everyone.”

Maggie’s breath felt stuck in her lungs. She stared at her mother as if with new eyes. “You make a lot of good points.”

Susie grinned. “Well, thanks. I think so.” She caressed her daughter’s back. “I’m just trying to help. Sounds like you’ve had all this stored inside.”

“I have. And you’re helping a lot. Thank you.” Maggie’s head was pounding. With care, she put the photos back in the box and set it aside, along with the letter. “You’re wonderful, Mom,” she finally said. “I’ve been… not so nice to you. I’ve been distant and uncommunicative… I’m so sorry.”

“You’ve been hurting,” Susie said quietly. “You went through hell. You had to find your own way back to solid ground. Maybe you finally have, even though it feels shaky right at the moment, you know?”

“Maybe…” Maggie’s eyes filled up yet again, and she tried to stem the tears. “I don’t want to cry anymore, dammit. My eyes are burning and my head hurts.”

Susie laughed and pulled her in for a hug. “Then stop crying.”

“God, I’ve been so…” Maggie shook her head. “I have a lot to sort out.”

“You can stay here as long as you need to. You know that,” Susie said, kissing the top of her head before pulling back. “I’m tired of leftovers. If I eat one more bite of turkey, I might turn into one.”

Maggie hiccupped out a watery laugh. “Same here.”

“How about we just order a pizza tonight? Is that okay with you?”

“That sounds perfect.” Maggie drew a deep, cleansing breath. “Thanks so much, Mom. Really. Thank you.”

“I love you, sweetie.”

“I love you too.”

Susie got to her feet. “I’m going to go call for delivery. Pizza, and a big salad. Come on down in a while, when you’re ready.”

After she left, Maggie looked down at her hand. With trembling fingers, she took off her wedding ring. She gazed at it in her palm for a long time, a few more tears leaked out… and she placed it carefully in the box with the photos.

Then she looked around at all the wonderful artifacts from her travels. They needed a home. She needed a home. It was time. It was something she wanted now.

She had a lot to figure out.
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Colin put the book on the nightstand. He sighed and flipped the pillow for the cooler side. Insomnia had been a regular thing since Maggie had left. A glance at the bedside clock showed it was past two AM. At least the next day was Sunday, and if and when he finally fell asleep, he didn’t have to get up early for work.

His cell phone rang, making him jump. He looked at the screen. In shock, he answered the call. “Hello?”

“Hi,” came her voice, soft in his ear. “It’s Maggie.”

“Hi. Wow.” Excitement surged through his veins and he cleared his throat.

“I know it’s late there,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry if I woke you. I just… really needed to hear your voice.”

“It’s fine,” he said. “I wasn’t sleeping, actually. Was up late reading.” Her voice sounded ragged and nasal at the same time. She’d obviously been crying. “Are you all right?”

“Not exactly… had a rough evening. But I’ll be okay.”

“Anything I can do?”

“You’re doing it.” She paused. “God, it’s good to hear your voice. I missed it.”

“I’ve missed yours too,” he admitted. “You sound even more Yank than ever. Being back in the States does that, I gather?”

She laughed softly. “I guess?”

“Mmm. So… what happened? Want to talk about it?”

“No, I don’t. I just… wanted to hear you.” She paused again. “Do you still want to hear from me?”

“Constantly,” he murmured.

“Good to know,” she said. “I, um… I have some things I still need to work out. But… I just…”

“I’m here,” he said with quiet assurance. “I’ll be here. I’m always here for you, Maggie. Okay?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Thank you. I needed to know.”

“That hasn’t changed. It won’t. I love you.”

She was silent for a good twenty seconds. He wondered if the call had dropped. Then she said, “You mean so much to me, Colin. I…”

“I’m glad you called, and that I was up.”

“I’m exhausted. I need to go to sleep.”

“Do that, then.”

“I was supposed to leave for New York tomorrow,” she said. “But I’m going to stay with my parents for a few more days. I need to spend some more quality time with my mom before I take off again.”

“Sounds good. Enjoy that.”

“Thanks. Um… are you okay? Everything there all right?”

“Fine, Maggie. No worries.” I miss you like hell, I don’t sleep or eat much, but I’m fine. “Go get some sleep. Maybe I will too.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to you again soon.”

“That’d be grand. And Maggie… whatever this is. You’ll be all right. You were before, and you will be again. Just breathe, and remember… there’s a bloke in Ireland who thinks the sun rises and sets by you. You got this.”

“Thank you. You’re wonderful.”

“So are you. Good night, love. Take care.”

“You too.”

Colin burrowed into the blanket and rolled onto his side, thinking of Maggie. Smiling as he recalled hearing her voice. Hoping she’d be all right. Hoping she’d call again soon. Hoping she’d realize how much he loved her, and that she loved him too.




Chapter Seventeen


A week later, Colin woke to a text message from Maggie. It was a picture of an enormous, decorated Christmas tree. Wish you were here, she’d written. Rockefeller Center, baby! NYC is the place to be at Christmastime!

He smiled as he texted back, So you got to NY. Good for you, hope you enjoy.

Then he added, My brother’s bar is only a few blocks from there, you know.

She answered immediately, thrilling him. Where? What’s the name of it?

Fuck if he knew. He texted: Hold on. Will ask Gavin.

Which brother is that? she wrote.

The doctor. And the only one who’s in regular contact with Sean.

Colin texted his brother, waited for a response, then texted back to Maggie a few minutes later: O’Reilly’s Tavern, 46th St. & 5th Ave.

I might go by there, Maggie wrote back. Is that like stalking?

Colin laughed. I don’t think so, but what do I know?

I’m just so curious, Maggie texted. A McKinnon, right here! It’s the next best thing!

He appreciated her thought, but had to warn her. If you do go, you might not want to mention we’re friends. Sean hates me.

Oh, she texted. Awkward. Well… I might go anyway. Want to see if there’s any family resemblance. Too curious. It’ll be like a spy mission. I’ll be undercover!

Colin had to smile. Knock yourself out, he wrote. How are you? Better?

Much better, she texted. Still a lot to think about, work out… but I’m getting there. I’m okay. And this city helps. It’s the best. I wish you were here with me. I bet you’d love it.

Maybe another time. Holidays = me being here. Kids etc.

Of course, she wrote. I totally get that.


He sighed. He’d love to be there with her. The thought of spending Christmas with her seemed idyllic. But his kids were here, his siblings and extended family were here… he belonged here. He always would. He texted: Be safe in that huge city, ok?

Will do, she wrote. I’m staying in a good hotel in Midtown, very safe. I’m always careful, you know that. Don’t worry.

Can’t help it. He paused over the phone, wanting to write a million things. In the end, all he sent was, Send pics any time. Nice to wake up to.

Okay, I will. Have a great day. She sent a smiley emoji.

He hated emojis, but sent a smiley back. It kept things light. It kept him from professing his unrequited love yet again.
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Later that night, Maggie found O’Reilly’s Tavern. It was a typical Irish pub façade, with large glass windows and a huge wreath with red bows and gold sleigh bells on the wooden door. Upbeat classic rock hit her as she opened the door, along with a rush of warmth that welcomed her in from the chilly air outside.

It was just past seven, and a weeknight, so the bar was only half full. She looked around and found it welcoming, even cozy. A long, narrow room with Irish memorabilia on the walls and little white Christmas lights everywhere, the vibe was definitely festive. She sidled up to the polished mahogany bar and got the bartender’s attention. “Hi. I’m looking for the owner, Sean McKinnon. Any chance he’s here tonight?”

“He will be at eight,” the bartender said. “Want to wait?”

“Sure.” She took off her coat and sat on a stool. “Have any hard cider?”

The bar filled with more customers as the hour rolled on. She befriended John, the bartender, and found out Sean was the half-owner, Jimmy O’Reilly was his partner. She told John she wasn’t there on business, they just had mutual friends in Dublin so she wanted to see the place. She nursed her drink, fired off a few texts to friends, and relaxed. The bar was a good one, it gave her a good feeling.


At ten after eight, she noticed John raise his hand to a man who’d just walked in and wave him over. She watched John talk to the guy and gesture her way. A pair of deep blue eyes landed on her. Handsome, golden-brown hair, a shrewd, intense gaze… oh yeah, that was a McKinnon, all right.

She smiled at him. He made his way over to her.

“Hello,” he said. Tall and lean, he had a silver hoop that glinted in one ear, creases by his eyes, and a scruffy dark gold beard that set off a sensual mouth. He was gorgeous and sexy as hell, she had to admit it. Edgier than Colin, with the charisma of a rock star, if she had to label him. “Heard you were looking for me? I’m Sean McKinnon.”

She extended a hand, and he shook it. “Maggie Spencer. Pleasure to meet you. We have a mutual friend in Dublin, so I wanted to check out your bar. I like it a lot.”

“Well, thank you. Glad you came by.” He pulled off his red scarf and black wool coat, draping them over his arm. “So who’s our mutual friend?”

She couldn’t help but stare. The resemblance was strong and undeniable. It made her miss Colin with visceral longing. “God, you look alike.” Had she said that out loud?

“Who do I look like?” he asked.


Yup, she’d said it out loud.

Bracing herself, she gave him her most dazzling smile as she said, “I know your brother. Colin.”

Sean’s eyes went flat. “I see. Well… I haven’t seen him in years. I wouldn’t know that we look alike. I’ll take your word for it.”

“You’re both very handsome,” she said. “I know he’s not your favorite. You’re not going to spit in my drink now, are you?”

Sean laughed. “No, of course not. If you know Colin, you’ve got your own troubles. Don’t need any added ones from me.” He studied her. “Meet any of my other siblings while you were there?”

“Yes, actually. Your sister, Shannon.”

“Ah. She’s in between Colin and me. Two of them were always thick as thieves.”

“They still are,” Maggie affirmed.

“Good for them.” He leaned a hip against the bar. “You’re American, yes?”

“Yes.”

“What were you doing in Dublin, besides hanging out with my siblings?” A grin tugged at the side of his mouth. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“I don’t mind at all. I was there on a job assignment. I’m a travel writer.”

“Ah. Sounds interesting.”

“It is. I was in Dublin for ten weeks.” Maggie tried not to stare at Sean, but it was hard. She couldn’t get over their likeness. “Colin and I hung out at the same pub. We got to talking. Became friends. When I mentioned I’d be coming to New York and staying in midtown, he told me about your bar.”

“Did he? That’s… surprising.” Sean motioned to John. “Let me buy you a drink. Anyone who survived spending time with that miserable bastard deserves one.”

She blinked. “Wow. He wasn’t kidding. You do hate him.”

Sean gave her an even look. “Hate’s a strong word. I haven’t seen him or talked to him in long enough that I don’t hate him anymore. He doesn’t figure in my life at all. Which is why I’m surprised he’d even mention me to you.”

“You’re fierce. Intense. Fire set to a low simmer.” She thanked John for the glass of hard cider he set before her. “From what I can see, you and Colin are a lot more alike than you know. You remind me of him.”

“Bite your tongue,” Sean said. He tapped his glass of whiskey to her glass. “To Dublin.”

“I’ll drink to that any time.” She sipped and found herself telling him, “I’m thinking of moving there.”

“To Dublin? Really?” Sean set his glass down. “Why? Your job?”

“No.” She smiled gently. “Your brother.”

He went still, eyes fastened to her face. “Christ. Seriously?”

She nodded. “I’m in love with him. And that’s where he’s rooted. So…”

“So I wish you a hell of a lot of luck, then.” Sean laughed. “Jesus, this is weird. Does he know you’re here? Did he send you?”

“Not at all. If anything, he warned me if I came that I shouldn’t mention him to you because you hated him.”

Sean smirked. “He knows that much.”

She turned a bit to better face him. “Sean, he’s a good man. One of the best I’ve ever known.”

He just stared at her.

“It’s not my business, of course,” she continued. “But for what it’s worth… I think there’s a piece of him that regrets the bad blood between you two. Maybe one day you’ll talk. Maybe you won’t. But I think you should know that.”

Sean narrowed his eyes on her. “What is this? What are you about?”

“Nothing sinister, I swear. I’m just here out of curiosity. Me wanting to meet the brother I heard about, since I’m actually in New York.”

He rubbed at his scruff. “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, if I have been. But I’m sorry to disappoint you. I don’t have any good memories of Colin. He was horrible to me growing up. We clashed all the time. You have no idea.” Perhaps realizing how harsh that sounded, he sipped his drink and said, “But hey. That’s in the past. And if someone as seemingly nice as you are sees something good in him, maybe he’s changed. Some people do.”

“Did you?” she asked.

“Did I what?”

“Change. At all. Since you were a kid.”

He narrowed his eyes again, but a grin tugged at his mouth. “Some.”

“Mm hmm.” She raised her glass. “To changing. People do it, you know.”

He snorted out a laugh and took another sip of his whiskey. “You’re a cheeky one. I hope you give Colin a run for his money.”

“I have from the start,” she admitted. “And I think it’s time to stop.”
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Reardon’s was only half full for a Friday night. Colin was able to grab a booth near the back. Not his usual booth, but that was fine. That one just reminded him of Maggie, and he didn’t want that. He’d only been able to return here recently.

The holiday season had filled him with melancholy. Watching people be merry and bright when you were aching over the one who left didn’t really mix. The week at work had been long and busy, with deadlines to be met before the dead zone of the month long holiday break between semesters. Colin was tired, lonely, and sick of missing Maggie so much.

Maybe she’d been right and he needed to stop thinking of her all the time. Just get on with his life.

That thought lasted all of thirty seconds. Even if he did get on with his life, he’d still love her. That’s just how he was wired. Nothing to be done about that.

Deirdre brought him a pint and a burger. He demolished his food, then scrolled through his phone. The last presents he’d ordered for his kids were on the way. Trish was letting him have them on Christmas Eve, but they’d be with her on Christmas Day. He was taking them over to his parents’ house so they’d have more family than just him to celebrate with. On Christmas Day, he’d go to Shannon’s. Life in the divorce lane.

He’d wanted to send Maggie a gift, but there was nowhere to send it to. His girl with wings didn’t have an address. A sigh floated out of him. Christmas was only two weeks away. He wondered where she’d be spending it. Back in Ohio with her family? Staying alone in New York City? Maybe not being alone, but with friends, or… he didn’t even know. He’d been afraid to ask; no matter what her answer was, it would hurt, because she wouldn’t be with him. Really, he didn’t need to know.

They had separate lives now. He had to accept that.

He stared at the phone, pulling up his favorite photo of Maggie. The two of them in her bed, after a romp, the pillows haphazard and the sheets barely covering her breasts. His arm around her shoulders, her cheek against his, both of them looking sated and smiling and happy.

She’d insisted on taking the picture. He’d berated her for it, saying he was still sweating and his hair looked like a dead animal. She’d laughed, kissed him, and snapped the picture anyway. Secretly, it was his favorite, because it was the real them. A little messy, a little sexed up, a lot happy. Open and alive. He didn’t look scowly, and she didn’t look haunted. They’d done that for each other. They’d been good together.

Christ almighty, he longed for that again. For her.

Someone slid into the booth across from him and his eyes lifted.

His mouth dropped open. His heart stuttered in his chest.

“I was hoping I’d find you here,” Maggie said with a smile.

She was there. Jesus Christ, she’d come to him. His eyes locked on her beautiful face. Her hair was in its ponytail, he hadn’t seen that heavier wool coat before… the chocolate brown of it was the same exact shade as her eyes. She was there. He cleared his throat and stammered, “What… how…”

“I just got back to town,” she said. “Landed about an hour ago. My bags are stowed behind the bar with George for now.” Her eyes were so warm, locked on him. “It’s so good to see you, Colin. My God, I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too,” he whispered. He blinked again in disbelief and cleared his suddenly dry throat. “What are you doing here? I thought you were spending all of December in New York?”

“I was. But there’s a big problem.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re here. And I want to be where you are. I need to be. So I had to come to you.” She smiled, but there was a hint of apprehension in her eyes as she added in a wry whisper, “I finally figured that out.”

Breath held, he watched as she slid out of her side of the booth and moved around to sit next to him. His heart, already beating wildly, started pounding. He shifted over to make room for her and her light, familiar scent flooded his senses. Unable to help himself, his hand lifted to cup her cheek. So soft. Every nerve in his body lit up with relief and bliss at the feel of her.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what I want to do,” she said quietly, her gaze still locked on his. “Where I want to go, what’s next for me… and I’m not totally sure. I have some ideas. But the one thing I kept coming back to is you, Colin. I want to be with you. And you’re rooted in Dublin, so I need to set up my home base here. Which is fine with me, because I love this city.” She edged closer and nuzzled his palm. “But a million times more, I love you.” A shaky breath escaped her, and she lifted her hand to cover his, press it closer to her skin. “Realizing that terrified me at first. But now that I’ve wrapped my head around that, and some other important things, what terrifies me most is not being with you.”

He was speechless. Absolutely gobsmacked. He caressed her face and stared.

“It’s funny…” Her fingers ran along his jawline, around the back of his neck and into his hair. “When we met, I thought I was saving you. But we ended up saving each other, haven’t we?”

“I don’t know,” he finally whispered. “Have we?”

“Yes. Absolutely. You said I brought you back to life. Well, guess what? You did the same for me. I know that now. I’ve been able to face things I hadn’t before. I was strong before, but I’m even stronger now.” She took a deep breath. “I love you, Colin. I love you so much, and I want to be with you. Your life is here, so I’ll rebuild here. I want Dublin to be my home. I want to try, to take the chance. But most of all, I want you to be part of my home. I want us. I want us to be together more than anything.”

He could barely breathe, much less speak.

“So…” she said slowly, “the big question is, do you still want me too?”

He gripped her face with both hands and sealed his mouth to hers, kissing her deeply, passionately, with all the love in his heart. He poured every ounce of him into the kiss. He’d never been so relieved, so overjoyed, in his entire life. She’d come back to him. She was okay, and she loved him too. She wanted to stay with him, to make a home in Dublin, to try… it was more than he’d ever dared to hope for.


With a soft whimper, she kissed him back, pressing close, curling into his embrace. Her mouth met his with matching fervor. He never wanted to stop kissing her and never wanted to let go of her. But after a few minutes, he finally released her, trying to catch his breath. He leaned his forehead to hers, just staring at her beautiful face.

With tears in her eyes and a tremulous, radiant smile blooming, she whispered, “I’ll take that as a yes.”




Epilogue


A year later

Colin fell onto the couch, weary after a long day at work, but excited for his plan for the evening ahead. From the far corner of the living room, the Christmas tree twinkled at him. Maggie had wanted a tree, so he’d gotten a tree. The few sparkly ornaments dangling from the branches looked sparse, but she’d said they’d add a few more each year. He’d liked the sound of that.

As he started to sink into the cushions and relax, an idea struck him. He got back up, grabbed a beer from the fridge, turned off the overhead lights, and turned on the white lights of the tree. Easing back down on the couch, he sat in the dark and sipped his beer. The sparkling shimmer of the tree’s lights filled the room and the quiet settled over him. It was peaceful, lovely. His life was full. Things had never been so good, and he was just bloody grateful.

A year before, the night Maggie had returned to Dublin and sought him out, he took her home with him. Within hours, he realized his flat was too small for the two of them. Within weeks, they’d found a larger flat to share—and only three blocks from where he’d been, so Reardon’s Pub was still their local. Before Christmas, he’d introduced her to his kids, who’d welcomed her warmly, thank God. Roisin, in particular, adored Maggie. They got along well, and Colin was more relieved about that than either of them knew. His kids were genuinely happy for his happiness.

So was his extended family. They all liked Maggie, and the running joke became how yet another McKinnon brother had fallen for an American girl. Colin and Maggie still went to Shannon’s for dinner once a month, as he had before, and even went out with Gavin and his wife, Toni, on occasion. The two strong, friendly American women had bonded quickly, and Colin actually liked getting better acquainted with his brother.

Maggie fit in well with everyone in his life. Seamlessly. It shouldn’t have surprised him—hell, she’d always been more likeable, outgoing, and charming than he was—but seeing it relieved him, made him happy in a way he hadn’t foreseen.

Maggie still traveled, but not as often, certainly not on a constant basis. She took one trip a month, taking small jobs for travel and tourism companies occasionally. She did it on her own, as she always had… and then came home to him. They’d made a home together. They’d forged a life together, filled with love that felt even more precious because it was a second chance, for both of them. They never took that gift, or each other, for granted.

Sometimes, he even went with her on her travels. Thanks to her, he’d now been to France, Germany, and Greece. In June, they’d go to Italy for two weeks. He couldn’t wait. He’d always wanted to go there…

He hadn’t clipped her wings or dragged her down. He’d given her roots, an anchor, a home base that she wanted as much as he did. They were both so lucky.

The sound of the front door closing startled him from his thoughts. He looked up to see Maggie walk in. She took off her coat and hung it on the rack, smiling as she said, “Oooh, it’s so romantic in here.”

“Is it?” He smiled back as she sat beside him and kissed him hello. “I just thought it was peaceful.”

“It is peaceful,” she said. “I love it. And you.” She kissed him again, then nestled into his side as he made room for her. They lay together, wrapped around each other.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Long and busy,” he said. “I’m glad for the weekend. How was yours?”

“Good.”

“That’s it?” He tipped up her face, studying. “How did that meeting go?”

“Really well. They hired me.” She grinned. “I’ll be doing a trip up the Pacific coast. Start in San Diego, rent a car, and drive all the way up the coast. California, Oregon, Washington, until I stop in Vancouver. It’s going to be amazing.” She leaned into him. “I wish you could go with me. That’s some of the most beautiful scenery…”

“When is it?” he asked.

“May,” she said. “But we’re going to Italy in June, so I know you can’t take the West Coast trip with me.”

“I wish I could,” he said. He kissed her forehead. “You’ll be gone a long time?”

“Three weeks. Maybe four.”

“Damn. I’ll miss you terribly.” He held her closer. “But you have to do your thing.”

“Thanks. But I really wish you could come with me.”

“I do too. Ah well. Another time.” He sifted his fingers through her hair. “This trip, you’ll find all the best spots, and when you bring me back, you’ll know the highlights.”

“Sounds good. That will happen one day.” She sat up so she could grasp his face and kiss him. The kisses were deliciously slow and sumptuous. “You taste like beer,” she said with a smile. “Now I want one too.”

“Grab me another one while you’re up?” he asked.

“Sure thing.”

When she was gone, he reached down in between the cushions of the couch to check the box he’d hidden was still there. She returned with a bottle in each hand and a smile. She was always smiling. So full of light.

“Tell me the plans again?” she said as she retook her seat beside him. “Christmas Eve tomorrow, kids are here. Christmas Day, Shannon’s and then your parents?”

“Close,” he said, tapping his bottle to hers before they both sipped. “To my parents in the morning for breakfast, then to Shan’s for dinner in the afternoon.”

“Got it. Okay then.”

“Something I want to ask you,” he said casually.

“I’m listening.” She stole another sip from her bottle.

He gazed at her. In the dim room, with the white lights from the Christmas tree casting shadows over Maggie’s face, she was ethereal, so beautiful. He reached up to caress her cheek. “I love you so much.”

She smiled. “Oh good. Because I love you too.”

He wanted this to be perfect, but suddenly, all the words he’d thought of evaporated from his mind like mist. He gazed at her for a long beat.

“What did you want to ask me?” she murmured.

He reached between the cushions and pulled out the small black box. Her eyes flew wide as he flipped it open to reveal the sparkling diamond ring he’d picked out.

“Maggie,” he said softly. “You mean the world to me. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted.”

She drew a long, shuddering breath, her eyes still wide with shock.

He continued, “You’ve made my life complete. Better. Whole.” He swallowed hard, watching the emotions play on her face. “We’ve talked about getting married one day… well… I’ve been thinking about it more, and I want that. I want you, us, forever.” He trailed the backs of his fingers along her cheek. “Will you marry me?”

She stared at him in astonishment, then looked back down to the ring.

“You’re my heart, and my home,” he said. “I want to be yours too.”

“You are,” she whispered thickly, blinking back tears. “My God, Colin. I love you so much.”

“Then marry me,” he said quietly. “Do me the honor of being my wife.”

“You’re such an old-fashioned gentleman.” A tear rolled down her cheek and she swept it away. “You’re my rock, and my best friend. You let me be me and do my thing, because you get me. By letting me keep my wings, you gave me the roots I didn’t know I wanted… that I needed.” She smiled tremulously. “You are my heart and my home. Of course I’ll marry you. I’m the one who’s honored.”


Blowing out a breath of relief, he took the ring from the box and slid it onto her slender finger. “Look at that,” he murmured, lifting her hand to his lips and kissing it. “It fits perfectly.”

She stared at it and sniffled, then gave him a soft, tender smile. “Everything about you fits me perfectly, Colin.”

The End
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“Mothers are all slightly insane.”

The quote from a book she couldn’t quite remember popped into Kara Larsen’s head, riding the sound wave of a crash that rocked the floor beneath her feet. For a split second, she froze, waiting for her daughter’s cries. When none came, she leaped from the shower and darted across the hall to her daughter’s room, and found her precious bundle of energy surrounded by the toys from her toy box.

Every single one of them.

With a loud sigh, Kara clutched the door frame as the adrenalin surge left her knees weak and her heart galloping. With a silent prayer of gratitude that her daughter wasn’t hurt, she turned back for the bathroom but Nadia spotted her, held out her arms and said, “Ma.”

Uh oh.

Kara grinned and shook her head. “Not yet, Milk Dud. Mommy has to get dressed first.” And maybe, just maybe, swallow a few gulps of coffee.

“Ma!” Nadia struggled to her feet, toddled to the safety gate that kept her securely in her baby-proofed room and lifted wounded blue eyes to her mother’s.

“In a few minutes, my girl. In a few minutes.” Kara ran a hand over her daughter’s honey-brown curls and bent down to kiss those pudgy cheeks only to get clobbered by Nadia’s toy telephone. Kara only just managed to catch it before it careened into a framed portrait of her parents hanging on the opposite wall.

Catch. Catcher. “Right. Catcher in the Rye.” Kara snapped her fingers. That’s where that quote had come from. Nadia paused in her room-destroying efforts, enthralled by the sound of Kara’s fingers snapping. She pointed to her mother’s hand and held up her own, perplexed by her little fingers’ silence.

Uh oh, Kara thought. Nadia got impatient with her tiny body’s inability to do the things her mind wanted it to do. “Where’s your Teddy?” When Nadia turned and waddled toward her stuffed bear—who was currently lying face first under the crib—Kara said another prayer of gratitude to whoever had invented distraction as a parenting technique and beat a hasty retreat to the bathroom to dry off. She was running extremely late this morning and not for the first time, reminded herself to shower at night when her baby girl was asleep.

Mornings were not Nadia’s thing.

Then again, neither were nights. The baby had woken up twice last night for no apparent reason. She wasn’t sick, hungry, or wet and Kara dearly hoped it was a passing phase. She couldn’t function on so little sleep. If she didn’t get coffee in the next ten minutes, she was going to start throwing toys around, too. Oh, who was she kidding? She had no time for tantrums. She was due at a client’s downtown office at two o’clock, still had to get dressed, still had to dress Nadia, and still had to make that damn coffee. Then, it was off to a safety course at the fire house, followed by a quick dash into a department store to buy a gift.

“Ma!” Another toy crashed into the wall outside Nadia’s door.

“Bubble wrap,” Kara muttered. “Order the whole roll.” Over her shoulder she called out to the baby. “Let’s sing, Milk Dud! Sing with Mommy. Sweet Caroline. Bop, bop, bah.”

“Bah! Bah! Bah!”

“Good girl.” While her daughter sang, she dressed quickly in a pair of black slacks and a silk tank in bright turquoise and topped it with a soft white cardigan.

White was so not a good idea. She shrugged it off, folded it up and put it in her bag. She stuffed a long gold chain into her pocket and fastened tiny studs in her ears—Nadia liked to pull on her jewelry. In the mirror above her dresser, she faced her reflection and tried not to sigh about the bags under her eyes. She dotted on concealer, flicked her eyelashes with a bit of mascara, dabbed her lips with some gloss and grabbed for her shoes.

It was only when she bent over that she noticed the towel still wrapped around her hair. She grabbed a can of mousse, sprayed a dollop into her palms, and scrunched it through her wet hair.

“Not bad,” she said, but not to her reflection. No, she said it to the alarm clock. She’d managed to get dressed in under ten minutes. BN—Before Nadia—it used to take her an hour to get ready. Steve used to complain bitterly about that.

Steve. Her heart gave its customary twist whenever she thought of Nadia’s father but she quickly put that aside. There was no time in this morning’s routine for regrets. She’d cut her hair, streamlined her makeup routine, and changed her job. She’d done whatever she’d needed to do to make sure she had time for their daughter.

Her daughter.

And it still wasn’t enough. Her whole life had become one extended juggling act. In the eighteen months since Nadia’s birth, she’d already had two nannies. The first had quit when Nadia was seven months old and the second, soon after she’d started walking. Okay, yes, Nadia was a little on the, ah…energetic side. And yes, she was prone to outbursts of temper. And she didn’t care for naps. Or bedtime. But she was a bright, beautiful, perfect little girl who—

“Ma!” Another toy hit the wall—this time, her farm animals See N Say. It bounced and let out an off-key moo.

Kara smiled. Nadia was a bright, beautiful, perfect little girl who ruled her world with pudgy hands and sticky kisses. If that was insane, Kara wouldn’t trade a second of it.

Another glance at the clock had Kara frowning. Beth was late. She was supposed to have arrived fifteen minutes ago. On cue, the front door buzz rang. Kara sighed in relief. Beth had a key; she didn’t need to let her in. Kara hurried back to Nadia’s room, stepped over the gate, and snatched her little bundle of energy into her arms. “What should we wear today, Milk Dud? A pretty dress?” Together, they peered through the tiny outfits in the closet. “This?”

Nadia shook her head, sending honey-colored curls flying. “Dis!” She lunged for a purple outfit Aunt Elena had bought her and Kara laughed.

“Okay.” Kara took the hanger off the rod and carefully put Nadia on the changing table, peeled off her pajamas and soggy diaper, and started another chorus of Sweet Caroline.

“Bah, bah, bah!” Nadia picked up her favorite part, kicking and clapping her hands.

“Good morning!” Beth’s voice greeted them from the other side of the gate.

“Hi, Beth.”

“Beh!”

“Hi, Nadia.” Beth’s smile widened and gave Kara a sense of relief. Beth Chapman had come to them via recommendation from the previous nanny. A tall thin woman in her early twenties, Beth was attending college at night—studying child psychology, which was certainly a plus in Kara’s eyes—and not currently dating anybody, which was another plus. Beth stepped over the gate, pulling her long dark hair into a ponytail elastic. “Bad night?” She asked Kara.


“Up a few times, but I don’t know why. No fever, no signs of a new tooth.”

“No rash?”

“Nothing.”

“I’ll call you if I spy any symptoms.”

Kara smiled, comforted. She tugged the purple capris pants over Nadia’s diaper, the bright pink top that matched over her daughter’s head. “Ooo, pretty Nadia.”

The baby clapped her hands.

Kara grabbed the baby brush and tried to tame her daughter’s curls, but Nadia’s hair wasn’t quite long enough to pull up into elastics. The best she could do was fasten a Velcro clip in it to keep a curl from blocking her bright blue eyes.

“Has she eaten?”

Kara winced. “She had a cup of milk when we woke up, but I haven’t had time for food.”

Beth nodded and held out her arms. “Okay. How about scrambled eggs?” The suggestion seemed to please Nadia, who let out an eardrum-shattering scream.

While Beth took Nadia to the apartment’s galley kitchen, Kara hurried around the apartment, tossing all the toys back in their toy box, disposing of the dirty diaper, and gathering her laptop and files. She grabbed her phone from its charging station and hastily checked her schedule.

“Okay, today’s a light day,” she began as Beth fastened Nadia into her high chair and spread some Cheerios on the tray. “CPR class at the fire station, then I’ll head to the office for two client meetings this afternoon. I’ll be home by four.”

“Oh, right,” Beth grinned. “Hot firefighters. Maybe one will get your temperature up?” With one hand, she cracked eggs into a bowl and beat them with a fork.

Kara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.” Like she had time for guys and dating and all the messy emotions that went along with that.

“Gah!” Nadia pounded her tray, sent Cheerios flying. Beth swirled butter into a frying pan while Kara picked up the cereal. When she tossed the handful of oats into the trash and caught sight of the oven clock, she calculated she’d have just enough time to stop for coffee and still make it to the fire station in time for class if she left this minute.

“Ma!” Nadia held up both arms and Kara melted. She leaned in for one of her daughter’s sticky kisses and tight hugs and shut her eyes. She would go without coffee.

“Bye-bye, Milk Dud. Be a good girl. Call me if you need anything, Beth.” Kara collected her bags and strode to the door.

“Hang on.” Beth paused in her egg scrambling to put a to-go cup in Kara’s hand. “Bought you a present.”


Kara stared at the cup and then flung her arms around the angel disguised as a nanny. “You are so getting a raise.”
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It looked like a tiny coffin.

Reid Bennett swallowed down the sour ball that clogged his throat and tugged the infant CPR dummy’s case out of the locker with a muttered curse. He hated these classes. Hated having to teach them, hated practicing on the dummy.

There was something far too real in practicing CPR on a lifeless child-size body.

His mind shot to Erin and his stomach pitched and rolled but he managed to keep down the donut and cup of bad coffee he’d scarfed for breakfast on his way to the fire house. He killed the light, shut and locked the door. He squeezed his eyes shut, gave himself a minute to make sure all thoughts of Erin were firmly locked behind a door of their own where he couldn’t reach them.

“You ready, Reid?”

He whipped around, found Gene Brooks, his partner watching him carefully. “Yeah, let’s get this over with.”

“You look like crap. What’s wrong? You and Alison have a fight?”

Reid shrugged. Alison had kicked him to the curb a few nights back. If he were being honest with himself, he was relieved. “Alison’s history. You got any antacids or something? My stomach is rolling like a wave pool.”

Gene’s narrowed dark eyes and angled head told Reid he wasn’t buying the upset stomach crap, but he merely nodded and pulled out a roll of TUMS from his pocket. “Sure thing.”

“Thanks.” Reid popped two into his mouth, chewed the chalky tablets and handed back the roll.

“So what happened?”

Reid flicked a look at Gene. “What makes you think I have any idea?”

“Sorry, sorry.” Gene raised both hands. “I figured you ended it.”

He wasn’t sure if she ended it or he did. He’d thought they were hanging out, having fun, but suddenly, Alison had wanted more. The white dress, the baby carriage, the happily ever after.

All he wanted was… to forget.

“So how many signed up today?” He changed the subject.

Gene grinned. “Full house. We’ve got twelve.” He made sure his uniform shirt was tucked into his waistband and grabbed one of the two rolling dummy cases Reid had pulled from the storeroom. “Wait ’til you see the triplets.”

Reid heard the note of interest in his partner’s voice. “What triplets?”

“Oh, not really triplets. Three ladies. All wearing dresses up to here,” Gene said with a hand just under his butt. “And plunging to there,” he finished with his hand hovering just above his belly button. “God, I love summer in the city,” he said with wink. “Women hoping to hook a firefighter.”

Reid’s lips twitched. Three more groupies. This could be fun. Perking up a bit, he nodded and craned his neck, trying to get a peek.

“Oh, hey, we’re meeting Friday night at seven, okay?” Gene held a door open, stepped aside for Reid to step through, but Reid stopped.

“Meeting who where?”

Gene looked at him sideways. “Hell, Bennett, you swore you weren’t gonna forget.”

Forget what?

Gene stepped closer, put a hand on Reid’s shoulder. “You. Me. Vickie and her visiting cousin.”

He shut his eyes and groaned. “Uh. Yeah. Vickie’s cousin. Atlanta. I remember.”

No, he hadn’t.

Gene laughed. “Don’t forget to bring a shirt, okay? Vickie’s cousin hates the uniform.”

Hates the uniform? Already, Reid wasn’t liking Vickie’s cousin much. He followed Gene’s lanky form to the conference room just off the apparatus floor. Chairs had already been set up for class, the coffee and Danish arranged at the back of the room. Participants were filing in so he popped the latches on the small case, removed “Trevor,” the infant CPR dummy, and put it on the table at the front of the room. Gene did the same with “Travis,” the child form. Reid took the cap off his head, ran a hand over his buzzed hair and replaced the cap.

Gene’s eyebrows climbed. “Relax, Reid. It’s a CPR class. You’ve taught dozens of these things.”

Yeah. He had. And knew—better than anybody—just what happened when the training wasn’t enough. Again, his mind stubbornly turned to Erin and again, he stubbornly locked away those thoughts.

“Show time,” Gene murmured when the first parents arrived.

This session was mostly women. Three women came in at once, carrying Starbucks to-go cups, wearing matching sun dresses and eyeballing him like he was a slab of cake at the bakery. So these were Gene’s Triplets. Two blonds and a brunette with a mile of legs. Yep, this was going to be a good class.

A pregnant woman came in next, and his sour stomach kinked into a tight coil. She was with a guy—her husband, maybe? Quickly, the room filled up, the trio of friends chattering loudly. He turned his back, gave all the participants some time to settle, to get acquainted with each other, and tried fruitlessly not to think about the pregnant woman in the first row.

“Um,” a throat cleared and Reid tensed. “Excuse me, but are you the instructor?”

He turned, his mouth in a tight line, and met the direct gaze of a triplet—a brunette poured into a pink sun dress. She made no attempt to disguise her blatant scan of his body and it took all of Reid’s focus not to squirm. Jeez, he was wearing a paramedic’s uniform for God’s sake, not a thong. He waited for a beat, but there was nothing. No spark. No chemistry.

No interest.

“Yeah.” He all but shot the word at her and her face twisted into annoyance for a moment.

One of the blonds with her immediately detected her friend’s failure and stepped forward. “Well, when do you plan to get started?” She pressed him, tapping the watch on her wrist for emphasis. Her sun dress was a blue and white checked thing. It reminded Reid of the tablecloth his grandma used to put on the patio table.

“We got time yet.” He smiled at her. She was tall, almost as tall as he was. He glanced down and discovered why.

She’d worn six-inch spiked heels to a CPR class. He managed to stop the eye roll just in time.

The blond held out her hand. “I’m Candace. But you can call me Candy.”

God help him, if she said Candi with an I, he was going to lose it. Another eye roll threatened but he manned up and smiled wider. “Reid Bennett.”

Behind him, he could hear the rest of the class getting a bit restless. The sounds of Tsks of annoyance, huffs of indignation, and drumming fingers could be heard plain as day. He cleared his throat to call the class to order, but his attention was diverted by the distinctly disgusted look on the face of a beautiful blond in the back of the room. Her hair was a mess of waves that just skimmed her jaw. A pair of sunglasses perched on top of her head. In one hand, she had a cup of coffee and in the other, a cell phone. She wore pants and holy crap—flat shoes. It had been so long so he’d come across a woman who didn’t dress to impress and he had to admit, it was nice imagining what the curves under that outfit looked like.

She caught his gaze, held it. And smiled. His lips twitched in response. “Good morning. I’m Reid Bennett, paramedic. Please silence your cell phones.” That was a pet peeve of his… people interrupting his class to take calls, or worse, wasting half of it sending texts. “Today, we’re going to learn proper CPR techniques for infants—” he indicated one dummy. “And for older kids.” He put his hand over the other, gulping hard when his voice cracked.

“Hi, Reid,” the trio said in unison and laughed.

He paid them no attention. The stunning blond in the back rolled her eyes. And then to his surprise, she whipped a gold chain out of her pocket and slipped it around her neck. Suddenly, he wanted one thing—to learn this quirky blond woman’s name.

He continued on with his lesson, explaining the ABCs of CPR, under what circumstances to perform it, and then launched into the differences in anatomy that made learning on different size dummies so important. Every time he glanced back, he noted the pretty blond paying careful attention and on at least one occasion, checking out his butt.

Finally, it was time for the demonstration. Reid stepped over to the infant dummy. “Okay. This is Trevor. We walk in, discover baby Trevor isn’t breathing. The first thing we should do is try to rouse him. Tap his feet and shout. Even a sleeping baby should show a startle reflex by this.”

Reid tapped Trevor’s feet. “Trevor! Wake up, Trevor!” He shouted. “If there’s no response, go through your ABCs. Airway, Breathing, Compressions. Trevor is an infant under a year old. You’ll put one hand here and the other here,” he said, demonstrating with a hand on the dummy’s head and just under its chin. “This opens the airway. Look and listen. Do you see the chest rising and falling?”

“My chest is rising and falling,” Triplet Two stage-whispered to her cohorts.

Reid ignored her. “Do you hear or feel breath on your face? If not, you’ll move to Breathing. Give the baby two rescue breaths by covering his mouth and nose with your mouth and gently blowing in only enough air to make the chest rise.”

Reid blew two quick breaths into Trevor the dummy.

“Oo. Blowing can make other things rise,” Candy said.

Reid shot her a glare. Why couldn’t she be more like the woman in the back of the room? Still glaring, he continued. “Next, you’ll start compressions. You want to do about thirty compressions. Because Trevor’s so little, under a year old, you’re going to use two fingers, not your entire hand. You’ll put those two fingers right here, on the breast bone, just under his nipples.” Reid put his two fingers on the spot indicated. “Press down only about this far,” he said, demonstrating on the dummy’s chest. “Compress fast. It helps to think of the song Staying Alive and do compressions to that beat.”

This time, whatever one of the triplets said had all three of them dissolving into bawdy laughter. Reid snapped up straight, but before he could say anything, the blond in the back stood up. “Excuse me but some of us would actually like to learn how to save a child’s life today.”

Reid’s heart almost stopped. The woman was pretty enough as it was, but when she was all riled up like she was now, she was breathtaking.

“Oh, okay there, Buffy.” Candy sneered.

To Reid’s astonishment, the blond charged down the aisle with fire in her eyes. He managed to quickly step between the little spitfire and the three Weird Sisters before first blood was drawn. Gene came to his rescue. “Ladies, ladies, I have an idea. Since this class doesn’t seem to be what you expected, maybe you’d like to take a tour of the fire house with me, meet some of the crew?”

Predictably, all three pairs of eyes lit up at the prospect of fresh man meat. Gene grinned at Reid as he escorted the women out of the conference room. The pregnant woman fanned her face. “Thank God.”

“I’m sorry for that. Let’s start again.” Reid attempted to redirect everyone’s attention, but an eardrum-shattering scream pierced the air and for a moment, he thought they were under attack. Then, he discovered the source.

It was the tiny occupant of a baby stroller that had just been pushed into the room.

Reid’s spit dried up.

He stared at the baby’s round blue eyes and light brown curls, his vision fading and his throat constricting. Erin. His heart said. She’s gone, his brain reminded his heart a second before it twisted inside his chest. The pretty blond was suddenly in front of him and he nearly grabbed her to steady his cracked and splintered heart, but his arms were weighted with lead.

“Beth? What’s wrong?” She addressed the girl pushing the stroller. He was only dimly aware that the girl called Beth was upset. He heard bits and pieces of their conversation. “Tried to call you” and “My mother” and that was it before the two women hugged tightly and the girl was gone, leaving the baby in the stroller behind.

Reid shook his head. He heard words, but they just weren’t penetrating the scream in his mind. Slowly, he shook his head. “No kids. You need to leave. No kids.” His voice was a croak.

The baby’s mother looked up at him with enormous brown eyes filled with frustration. “Do you have any idea what kind of schedule juggling I had to do to be here today? She stays. I’ll remove her if she acts up.” When the baby grinned and leaned forward to snatch the teething biscuit her mother handed her, Reid’s heart twisted behind his ribs.

Okay. Okay, he had to do this. He spun on his heel and barked out an order. “Gather around Trevor. Each of you needs to demonstrate proper CPR technique to earn your certificate. Then, we’ll move on to…” He paused to gulp down the lump in his throat, glanced at the older dummy. “To Travis.”

[image: *]*

Kara stalked down the street, steam pouring from her ears. What a colossal waste of time and effort. Life-saving skills for parents, indeed! She had a good mind to write to the FDNY and the governor to report that paramedic for the deplorable way he conducted that class. Flirting with those three shameless women who only wanted to slide down a firefighter’s pole and then having the nerve, the unmitigated gall to ask her to leave only because of Nadia?

It was despicable.

Unconscionable.

It was—it was—oh, she was too mad to think up more words.

“Ma,” Nadia said with a pout.

“I know, honey,” Kara told her. “He was awful, wasn’t he?” Resolutely, she put the rude paramedic out of her mind. She had more important things to worry about, like how she was going re-juggle her already juggled schedule. She bit her lip and said a quick prayer for good news for Beth, whose mom had called her from a doctor’s office, begging her to come. The word cancer was mentioned and Kara’s stomach clutched at the thought. Her own mom had passed in the September 11th attacks and not a day went by that Kara didn’t wish she was still with her.

Her phone pinged, a text message from her three-thirty client asking to reschedule. Kara sighed in relief. That certainly made things easier. Okay, then. Thinking fast, Kara went through her mental back-up plan. She would take Nadia to her office and then call Elena. If her sister could rearrange her schedule, Kara would still be able to meet Mrs. Brewer at two. And if not, she’d ask Mrs. Brewer to come downtown, and pray that one of her coworkers would kindly mind Nadia while Kara helped Mrs. Brewer plan her estate.

A sudden fear swept through Kara. She had no supplies for her daughter. She quickly checked the bag that hung from the stroller’s handle. Cup, diapers, wipes, Cheerios container. No lunch.

Damn it. Okay, she’d have to stop at a market on her way to the office, pick up a few jars of Gerber, some yogurt—Nadia adored yogurt and some animal crackers. Kara picked up her pace and began walking downtown. It wouldn’t take long, maybe fifteen minutes or so.

Good thing she’d worn those flats today.

She darted into the first market she found, picked up lunch for both of them and continued her trek, happy the weather was cooperative, at least. The sun shone brightly, but the city’s infamous humidity wouldn’t reach its peak until July. It was a day for playing in the park and for a moment, she considered calling in sick so they could do just that.

But they were here now.

She negotiated Nadia’s stroller through the heavy glass doors to One Chase Manhattan Plaza and headed for the elevator bank. The offices of Gordon Brothers Financial Services were located on the twenty-first floor.

“Kara?” The receptionist smiled at Nadia. “Uh oh. Nanny problems?”

Kara nodded. “Beth’s mother had a medical emergency.”

Tracy, the receptionist, frowned. “Oh, no. Okay, well, I can mind her for you while you meet with Jonathan.”

Kara squeezed Tracy’s hand in gratitude. “Thank you so much. I’m going to get her settled first. See you in a bit.”

Kara turned down the corridor and then went east to her office. She quickly powered up her computer system, slid her laptop from its bag and connected it to the desktop. She noted the pile of messages on her desk—all of which she’d already seen on her cell phone and handled.

So far so good.

She reached into her desk drawer, grabbed the cosmetic case stowed inside and quickly reapplied deodorant. Next, she unpacked the food she’d bought on the way in. She tapped her sister’s cell phone number and put the phone on speaker while it connected.

“Hey, Kara, what’s up?”

“Beth had some bad news today and can’t watch Nadia. Do you have any time you can take this afternoon?”

“Sure. I can take a long lunch. Where are you?”

“My office.”

“Perfect. I’m at mine, so I’ll see you in about ten minutes.”

That was a stroke of good luck. Elena frequently worked from home, which was Hoboken, New Jersey since her wedding to Lucas Adair last Christmas. But her corporate office wasn’t far from Kara’s and the sisters often met for lunch.

“You are a life saver, Laney!”

She ended the call and scooped Nadia out of the stroller. “Nadia, want to see Aunt Laney?”

Nadia clapped her hands and Kara smiled. “Okay, she’ll be here soon. Let’s get you into a new diaper, okay?”

She kicked off her shoes and knelt on the floor, a fresh diaper and the package of wipes at her side. She unfastened Nadia’s diaper and just as she began cleaning the mess inside, a knock on her door sounded.

“Hey, Kara, are you—whoa.”

She looked up, found her boss standing there, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “Hi, Mr. Drew. Be done in a minute.” Her face on fire, she cleaned Nadia’s bottom in record time, making sure it was spotless before fastening the new diaper in place. She tucked the wipes inside the dirty diaper, wrapped it tightly into a ball and put it into a plastic bag she dropped into the trash bin under her desk. A quick squirt of antibacterial lotion on her desk and she was ready to face the world again.

“Aren’t we meeting?” Mr. Drew looked at his watch.

“Yes. My nanny had a family emergency this morning.”

“I see. So Mrs. Brewer’s estate planning…any progress?”

“Yes.” Kara slipped back into her shoes and sat Nadia on the floor beside her desk with a board book from the bag on the back of the stroller. That should occupy her for about sixty seconds. “I’ve discussed potential courses of action with Mrs. Brewer and based on her feedback, believe we’ve got a direction. We’ll discuss it further this afternoon.”

“Aren’t you meeting her today?”

“Yes, at two.”

“Why not have her sign papers then?”

“She said she wants to discuss the plan in person before we do that.”

“I see,” Mr. Drew said and stepped forward, his crisp dark suit barely moving. He sat in her visitor’s chair and Nadia decided that was an open invitation. She toddled to him and held out her book.

“Up.”

Kara’s face burst into flames but Mr. Drew just lifted her daughter to his knee without so much as a stutter in the directions she only just noticed he was giving her.

“…think we should consider some high-risk investments, as well.”

“Yes, uh, of course.” Kara made a note while he spoke. After they’d discussed every one of her clients, he shifted Nadia to his other knee and cleared his throat.

“I have a new client for you.”

Kara’s eyes widened. Of all the things he could have said, she hadn’t expected that. Since Nadia was born, she’d cut back her hours even though she knew that risked career growth, but right now, time with her daughter was more important than bonuses and promotions.

“What do you know about Ronald T. Saxon?”

Kara’s eyes went even wider. “Of Saxony House?” The Saxon family owned a string of high-end department stores, not to mention a variety of properties up and down the east coast.

“The same. Ronald T. asked for you personally. He’d like to meet you today.”

She almost winced. “Today’s not good, Mr. Drew. I have to arrange alternative care for Nadia.”

“See what you can do. He’s interested in wealth management and establishing a charitable foundation.” He stood up, put Nadia on the floor and grinned. “Any questions?”

Oh, boy. Oh, wow. Kara was practically dancing in her chair. “Yes, one. How does Mr. Saxon feel about kids?”

Mr. Drew grinned. “That’s what the charitable foundation is for.” He took out his cell phone, tapped the screen. “I’ll have the file sent to you.”

Kara nodded, knowing his assistant would do so in moments.

“Keep me posted,” he said with a nod and left her office.

“Oh! Excuse me.”

Kara bit back a curse when her sister, Elena, collided with Mr. Drew at the door. “Mr. Drew, this is my sister, Elena.”

“Miss Larsen,” he extended a hand. “Nice to meet you. I take it you’re called in on babysitting detail?”

Elena flicked a glance at her sister, who nodded. “Yes. The nanny had a medical emergency today.”

“Well, thank you for your fast response. I’m glad Kara has you to help.”

“Wow.” Elena shot her a sly grin after the office door shut behind Mr. Drew. “He’s quite the hottie.”


Kara rolled her eyes. “Is that why you neglected to mention you’re Mrs. Adair now?” She asked, with a pointed look at the rings on her sister’s left hand.

“Oh, please. I only said he’s cute in that Wall Street wolf kind of way. I never said I was ready to leave Lucas for him.”

Kara considered that. Jonathan Drew was a handsome man but… aside from the fact that he was her boss and therefore, off-limits, she’d never thought of him as such.

Elena angled her head. “There’s no spark. No look.”

Yes! Kara nodded. That was it exactly. He was just another human in the same orbit. They didn’t have any connection beyond that. Since Nadia was born, Kara hadn’t felt that spark with anyone and sometimes wondered if it was gone for good.

Suddenly, Elena gasped and her face split into a wide grin. “There’s my girl!” She bent over and snatched a squealing Nadia from the floor, pressing loud kisses to her chubby cheeks. “So how’s Beth?”

“Beth’s fine, it’s her mom. She’d been having some pain in her abdomen and went to see the doctor. They suspect cancer.”

“Oh, God, no.” Elena’s eyes shut and she held Nadia just a little bit closer. It had been years—more than a decade—since they’d lost their own mother, but the wound still ached.

“Laney.” Kara moved closer, squeezed her sister’s hand. “I am so glad you’re home.”

Elena’s eyes filled at that. Elena had come back to New York for the first time since their mother’s death when Kara was expecting Nadia. Kara hadn’t known it at the time, but her sister felt responsible for Marie Larsen’s death, had been blaming herself for it since 2001. They’d had a huge argument, a loud and bitter fight that ended when a teenaged Elena had spitefully screamed, “I hate you! I hope you drop dead!” to her mother.

That had happened on September 10th. And on September 11th, Marie Larsen went to work early that morning…and never made it home.

It had taken a lot of effort to convince Elena that Kara needed her. The day she’d arrived in Manhattan—in fact, merely a minute or so after she’d stepped out of the car in front of Kara’s building, Elena had met Lucas Adair, a man she was convinced her mother had sent to punish her. It took even more effort to convince Elena that Luke wasn’t her penance, but her forgiveness.

That Christmas had been good to all of the friends in their circle. Sabrina, Cassandra, and Jade—the sisters of her heart. Besides Nadia’s birth just a few days before the holiday, Sabrina reunited with her first love, Jake Killen, her daughter’s father. Cass reunited with her Irish musician, Sean McKinnon. And Jade found love with the boy who had once been her best friend, Ben Stephens and would be marrying him this summer.

Kara had been happy and excited for them all. And she was thrilled to once again have her sister back in her life. But deep down in a secret corner of her heart, she wondered why her mother hadn’t sent her a good guy.

And then she gave herself a good swift mental kick for that thought. She had a perfect baby girl.

Who needed anything more?

Find out what happens next in The Paramedic’s Rescue…
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.



