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Solicitor’s office, Galway City

September

 


“What are you doing here?”

“Nice to see you too, Mick.” She opened one
eye to look at him.

He stood just inside the solicitor’s office
door. He’d expected Kate at the funeral service yesterday, but he
couldn’t see any reason for her to be here today.

He scowled in her direction, then strode to
reception. The clerk behind the desk turned a harried glance his
way, continuing to sort folders beside her computer. “Can I help
you?” she asked, not bothering to stop what she was doing.

“Michael Spillane to see Tighe Lynch,” he
grumbled.

Finally looking up, the clerk said, “He’s
expecting you. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

As the clerk reached for the intercom, he
turned back to Kate. If this hadn’t been his father’s solicitor’s
office and if today hadn’t been the reading of his father’s will,
he would have appreciated the sight of her in her smart dark blue
suit, white blouse with the Irish lace trim, and matching blue
pumps. She sat calmly, her head against the wall behind her, eyes
closed. She bent her shapely legs under her and crossed them at the
ankle, her hands folded in her lap.

Her emerald eyes hid beneath lids edged with
thick dark lashes. He knew the exact shade of them since he’d
looked into them so often in the past. They were eyes no man could
forget.

Her normally unruly black hair was pulled
back in a twist and away from her heart shaped face.

When they were kids he used to love it when
she left her hair down. The tight curls of it bounced over her
shoulders like springs when she ran. He’d seen her like that once
last year when he’d been home for a couple days during Christmas.
They’d been invited to join the Conneelys, but he’d convinced his
father not to go. He couldn’t bear being in the same room with her
for so long, but she’d delivered food and he’d suffered anyway.

He recalled how he’d stiffened just watching
her walk across the farmyard. As he did now. He mentally shook
himself. This wasn’t the time or place to get an erection. The
business at hand was the will and what she was doing here now. Not
the fact that just looking at her could make him stiff.

Clearing his throat, he repeated, “You
didn’t answer my question. What are you doing here?”

Her eyes fluttered open. The look she gave
him made his heart skip a beat. His groin tightened again watching
her tongue smooth its way over her lips. She had no idea just how
erotic that simple act was. She was about to speak when a door
opened behind him. Both of them spun to face Tighe Lynch.

“Mickleen,” Tighe exclaimed, using the
common endearment and thrusting his hand into his. “Welcome home,
lad. I just wish it were under different circumstances. I can’t
tell you how much Donal will be missed.”

Mick could only tip his head at the man’s
kindness. Words were still too hard to come by.

Tighe grasped Kate by her shoulders as she
stood to greet him and kissed her on both cheeks. “Kate. Lovely as
ever. Won’t you both step into my office?”

Not one to stand on ceremony, Mick strode
through the door ahead of Kate and Tighe and went right into the
solicitor’s office. He knew where it was. Was it really only a
little more than two years ago he’d been here to discuss his
mother’s will?

His scowl deepened when Kate walked through
the office door ahead of Tighe. He got the perfect look at her
shapely bum as she was forced to step between him and the desk to
the seat beside him. He shifted in his seat, crossing his legs and
pulling his coat around him to hide his erection. He kept his mind
on wondering why she was at the reading of his father’s will to
keep his libido under control.

Surely, she’d earned a regular wage for the
time she spent cleaning his father’s house and cooking his meals.
She was hired help and would have been paid accordingly. So there
should be no reason why she should be here today. Unless there was
something the solicitor knew and wasn’t telling them. Yet.

“I thought this was just a formality, Tighe.
Why is she here?” He couldn’t even use her name. Just the feel of
it in his mouth would leave him tongue-tied.

Tighe stopped him with an upheld hand. “If
you’ll both bear with me, I will explain.” The solicitor turned to
a folder on his desk and opened it, extracting two documents.
Holding one before him, he said, “This is your father’s will,
Michael. It’s all very straight forward. In it, the farm, the
stock, the land—almost everything is left to you.”

“Almost?”

“We’ll get to that, lad,” Tighe said.

Tighe looked at Kate and held up the second
document. “This is the addendum to the will.”

“Addendum?” she asked.

“An addendum means that instead of making up
a whole new will, Dad just changed it.” Mick, not looking at her,
directed his statement to the solicitor and waited for the shoe to
drop.

Leave it to his father to make this more
difficult on him than it already was. Wasn’t it bad enough he
couldn’t get rid of the tremendous feeling of guilt for not
spending more time with him? He never wanted to believe—or
admit—his father was that sick. Sure, Kate called him regularly
with updates. He heard everything she’d said, but why the hell
hadn’t he listened to her!

“Changed the will?” she asked. “Is that
right, Mr. Lynch?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Tighe replied.
“It means he added something into the original will.”

“When was this?” Mick asked.

“If you’ll allow me, I’ll read what Donal
has bequeathed. If you have any questions we can go from there.
Right?”

Both Mick and Kate nodded agreement. Tighe
read the will as it stood and then the addendum. Mick couldn’t
believe what he was hearing. “That bastard!” he muttered. Out of
the corner of his eye he saw the wide glares both Kate and Tighe
gave him at the curse.

“Mr. Lynch.” Kate’s voice came on a whisper.
“What does this mean? I don’t understand it.” Her eyes were big as
she clutched the arms of her chair now, knuckles as white as her
face. Gone was the cool Kate he’d seen in the waiting room. In a
matter of minutes she’d gone from radiant to ashen. He was sure he
wasn’t looking too good right about now either.

“Yes, can you explain it in plain English?”
he asked. Why do will readings always have to be so damn
dramatic?

“In plain English, your father left
everything to you, Michael. However, the addendum states if you try
to sell the farm, I have instructions to give everything to
Kate.”

“Everything?” whispered Kate, shaking her
head.

“That’s insane,” muttered Mick.

Tighe sat back in his tucked leather chair
and clasped his fingers together on the desk. “Your father was
quite sane at the time, lad. He knew exactly what he was
doing.”

“Knew what he was doing? He’s giving the
farm to her. That’s sane?” He flung his arm toward Kate as
he bellowed. She flinched. Good. Her weakness meant she
wouldn’t fight him when he contested the will. And he meant to.

“He was well within his rights, Michael. But
Kate gets everything only if you try to sell.”

“What am I going to do with a bloody farm?”
It was a rhetorical question. He raked his trembling fingers
through his hair.

Silence settled around the office. It was a
moment before he realized Tighe was staring at him. “Ah no, Tighe.
There’s more, isn’t there?”

“Your father gave Kate full custody of
Molly. It was his opinion that since she raised the dog because he
couldn’t, she should have the dog.”

“Bollocks!” he spat, ignoring Kate’s sharp
intake of breath. “I gave him that dog. She’s part of the farm. By
rights, she’s mine.”

“You two will have to work out where the dog
will live, but Molly is Kate’s dog now.”

He threw himself back in the chair. “And
what if I contest the whole thing?”

“Try, lad. It won’t get you anywhere. Your
father was determined to give Kate something for everything she’s
done for your family.”

“But, Mr. Lynch, I haven’t done anything,”
Kate finally spoke. “I only kept his house and made a meal or two.
That was nothing less than I’d have done for my own family.”

Tighe looked at her with seriousness and
understanding. “Kate, you were an important part of Donal’s last
years and he was grateful to you. He told me everything you did for
him, and for Mary when she was dying from the cancer. And without
so much as a euro in payment. Don’t be so modest, girleen. The
world needs more lasses such as yourself.”

“Yeah, right.” Mick couldn’t imagine Kate
putting her life on hold for so long without a cent in payment.

Tighe turned to Mick, exasperation written
all over his face. “Everything's completely documented, Michael.
Kate hasn’t accepted a cent for everything she’s done the past few
years. She took complete care of both of your parents in their
final years.” The glare Tighe shot him was clearly meant to cut him
down to size—and it worked. Suitably berated, he slunk back in his
seat. “You should be thanking her, not doubting her.”

He glanced at Kate, her face pink from
Tighe’s comments, but she didn’t say anything. The only telling
sign of her emotion was the tear rolling down her cheek and the
quiver of her chin. He had a sudden desire to kiss that tear away
and still her trembling. Instead, he mentally slapped himself to
remind him what was happening. He was going to lose the farm. He’d
already lost the dog.

“I know this must be very hard for you,
lass,” the lawyer continued. “Donal told me often enough how he and
Mary loved you like a daughter.”

Kate sniffled heavily. Her voice was a mere
whisper and she spoke through trembling lips, the same lips Mick
still longed to kiss. “He always told me that, but I thought it was
just because he missed Mick so much. I never realized he meant it.
And now it’s too late to tell him I loved him, too.”

She buried her face in her palms, bringing
Tighe from behind his desk. He withdrew a hankie from his breast
pocket and handed it to her, patting her on the shoulder. “He knew,
dear. Actions often speak louder than words.”

She dabbed at the corners of her eyes.
“I-I’m sorry. He was such a lovely man and I miss him so.”

Mick was caught between anger at what his
father had done and the urge to push Tighe aside and comfort Kate
himself.

What was he to do about his father’s wishes?
He could contest, but Tighe said he didn’t stand a chance.
Supposedly his father had been sane when he wrote the will, and the
addendum.

What was he going to do with the farm? Farm
life wasn’t for him. His life was in Dublin. He had a great job
there in the museum. It was the ideal situation to use his history
degree. He had friends and a new flat. He couldn’t just up and
leave it all behind. He wouldn’t. There had to be another way. If
there were any way out of this, he’d find it.

Mick cleared his throat. Tighe looked up.
“Are we done here then?”

“Aye, Michael, as soon as you sign these
forms. Just a formality.” Tighe explained the final paperwork that
closed the file.

Signature in place, Mick rose and
begrudgingly lifted his hand to Tighe’s. “Thank you, Tighe. I
think.” He turned and left the office, not bothering to look at
Kate. He couldn’t. By all rights her grief should be his. If he’d
only listened to her . . . Now, instead of grief, guilt overwhelmed
him.

* * * * *

Kate stepped up to the park bench in front
of the solicitor’s office on Eyre Square where Mick was sitting.
His feet were on the bench seat with his bum hanging off the
backrest. He was bent over with his elbows resting on his knees,
his dark curly hair falling over his eyes, and a cigarette
smoldering between his fingers.

“Did you pick up that habit in Dublin?”

He cast her little more than a glance
through the curls and took a long drag on his cigarette. She
ignored his glare and sat on the opposite end of the bench. She
extended her hand toward him, inclining her head at the cigarette.
He hesitated for just a moment before giving it to her.

Fool.

She dropped in on the pavement in front of
her and squashed it out.

“Hey!”

“Smoking doesn’t suit you, Mick.” She bent
to retrieve the butt and stuffed it into the cigarette box on the
side of the bin next to her.

“What I do is no concern of yours.”

She crossed her legs and arms, then shook
her head back and forth, watching the people in the park. “You
don’t get it, do you? Your father just died because he’d spent a
lifetime smoking them fags. Yet, here you sit with one hanging out
of your mouth and right from the reading of his will. What did they
teach you at that fancy school of yours, anyway?”

She looked up at him as she spoke. His moss
colored eyes darkened at her comment. For a moment they stared at
each other. He didn’t bother to brush the hair out of his eyes. She
had to suppress the urge to reach up and do it herself.

Since he’d walked into the solicitor’s
office in his tailored charcoal suit, her heart had pounded in her
chest. His dark hair was full of wavy curls that framed his face.
His gaze bore into her, heating her in the pit of her belly, and
threatened to steal her breath. She relented and backed down,
looking away.

There was something in his eyes she couldn’t
read. When she was fifteen, she thought she could see into his soul
through his eyes. That was when she thought there was something
more between them than friendship. She’d loved him as a friend.
Possibly even more, but certainly never as a brother.

Then something happened. She never knew what
drew him away. She’d even sent him notes asking him to meet her at
the stone circle, which had been their secret place growing up. The
circle was on the property lines of both Conneely and Fairhill
farms. They spent countless hours there together. Growing up and
growing close. But he’d never come to meet her.

In time, she stopped trying. She didn’t want
to be a clingy female begging for his attention. He’d told her once
to mind her own business, so she had.

That didn’t mean the sight of him didn’t
tear out her heart. She lived for years with an ache she couldn’t
name. It was only when Mick moved to Dublin that she’d been able to
get on with her life. There’d been no chance of meeting him in the
village or seeing him again. His life was in Dublin now and she
could get on with hers in Connemara. With his absence she’d tried
to let her heart heal.

Since his move, she hadn’t seen him except
on the very rare occasion, like holidays and the funeral yesterday
when he’d stood as far away from her as possible. And today. The
sight of him stole her breath. As always, there had been that brief
instant where she expected him to open to her. Instead, the anger
in his eyes snapped her back to reality quick enough.

Looking into his eyes now she could almost
see him as she had when she’d been fifteen—full of hope and
expectations. He must have sensed her scrutiny and erected a wall
between them, challenging her to get through it. Her heart lurched,
and almost instantly the feelings she’d thought buried deep inside
her surfaced.

She turned away before she made a fool of
herself. There was no denying what she felt. God help her, even
through all the heartache and his retreat from her, she still loved
him.

So deep in her revelation she almost missed
what he said next.

“I suppose you’d also deny a man a pint as
well.” There it was again, the bitterness he seemed to throw at her
for no reason.

Well, she wouldn’t let him hurt her again.
She might still love him, but not enough to let him walk over her.
And that’s just what he’d done the last ten years.

She picked at a non-existent speck on her
skirt, then stood slowly before turning toward him. She needed time
before she could face him. When she finally did she wished she had
a few more moments, because now that she looked back into his
challenging eyes, she wanted to turn and run. But she stood her
ground. She wouldn’t let him intimidate her. There was too much at
stake since the will had been read.

She had to find a way to help Mick keep his
farm.

Looking into his eyes, she knew she was
right. Anything they had between each other was just the result of
growing up in farms that were side by side, and the fact their
fathers had been close friends. Nothing more.

Was it hatred she saw in his gaze or
jealousy? Whatever it was, she would ignore it. She would help him
find a way to keep the farm, then be out of his life forever.

“No, Mick,” she finally said, letting
herself breathe again. “As a matter of fact, I’ll buy it for you.
Come on.” She turned on her heel and strode across the park without
looking back.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

_______________________

 


 


 


Okay, so she was running after all, even if
it was disguised as a brisk walk through Galway City to its
medieval heart. When she finally stopped, she found herself on the
other side of the city in front of The Quays Bar. The pub’s
colorful blue exterior with red trim and bright window boxes did
nothing to lighten her dark mood.

A winded Mick came up behind her as she
reached for the door. “Could ye not walk any faster, woman!” His
Connemara brogue came through in his voice.

“I could, but then I’d be through me first
pint and still be waiting on the like of ye,” she mimicked. Not
waiting to see if he stood on ceremony, she pulled the door open
and stepped through.

It wasn’t lunch hour yet, so The Quays was
quiet. Several small bars were scattered around the pub on two
different levels with tables tucked into corners, snugs, and any
other cubbyhole that would take them. A few tourists occupied the
tables near the front windows and what looked like a couple of
regulars sat at the Gothic bar. Portraits of legendary patrons
lined the walls in the oldest section of the pub. And the original
hearths were ablaze with traditional peat fires.

By far The Quay’s most striking feature was
the church-like décor, which included intricate woodwork details,
Gothic style faux windows, a pipe organ against the back wall, and
a pulpit in front of the stage where live music could be heard
nightly.

She continued on to the back in the old
section of the pub and slid into a snug behind the main bar.

A waitress stepped over as Mick slid into a
seat across from her. “Two pints of the black,” he said. The
waitress nodded and went off to fill the order.

“I guess since you ordered for me, you can
pay for me, too.”

“Smooth, Conneely. And here I thought you’d
invited me for a pint.”

“I had until you took charge. Can I assume
you’ll be taking charge of the issue of the farm as well?” No sense
in putting the subject off. If he got mad at her, one of two things
was liable to happen. One, he’d find a way to make the will stand
in his favor. Or two, he’d get mad enough to leave, which would
give her the chance to relax again and sort through her reawakened
feelings for him.

And she’d have the two pints he’d ordered to
herself. Both outcomes would be most welcome. The vision of a pint
in each hand nearly made her smile. Nearly. But the look in Mick’s
eyes as he stared at her stopped her.

“What?” she asked, with more irritation in
her voice than necessary.

“What, what?”

“You’re staring.”

“Am I?” He leaned back, still staring at
her, but seeming to relax a bit.

“Aye. Why?”

“Trying to figure you out, I guess.”

She was taken aback by his statement. What
was there to figure out? “Care to explain?”

He fidgeted a moment. The waitress’s arrival
with their pints gave him a few moments reprieve while he fished a
few euro out of his wallet to pay for their drinks.

“Will there be anything else?” the waitress
asked.

Mick looked back to her, waiting for her
answer. “Nothing, thanks.” He tipped the woman then slid his wallet
back into his back pocket.

She ignored the waitress. Her gaze was
locked on Mick. The simple motion of raising his hips off the seat
to maneuver the wallet into place forced his shirt to draw tight
over his chest. His muscles splayed across the fabric. Forcing
herself to look away, she raised the pint to her lips and took a
long sip, welcoming the bitter taste of the stout.

When she looked back, Mick was staring at
her again. She lifted an eyebrow at him in question.

After drawing on his own pint he finally
obliged her. “So tell me, what are you up to?”

She sat back and crossed her arms over her
chest. “I don’t know what you mean.”

He leaned his arms on the table and wove his
fingers together, his gaze penetrating her. His challenging posture
made her more anxious than she already was. She crossed her legs
under the table automatically as if preparing to be attacked. Her
foot bounced restlessly.

“What are you about? Why would my father
leave you the farm, let alone put you in the will at all? I don’t
understand.”

“That makes two of us then, Mick, because
until I got the letter yesterday from Mr. Lynch, I had no idea your
father put me in his will.”

“Didn’t you?”

There was no mistaking the doubt in his
voice. She drew her eyebrows together. “What are you
insinuating?”

He sat back again, but his gaze never left
hers “Nothing. Nothing at all. Just asking why my father would
leave everything to a virtual stranger.”

“I’m not a virtual stranger, and you know
it. I’ve spent the last five years of my life caring for your
parents while you fecked off to Dublin. I practically lived in that
house. You should have been there.” How dare he call her a
stranger! He should have been the one who cared for his parents. If
anyone was the stranger it was him.

She’d only seen him a handful of times. Even
when he was home, he wasn’t, leaving her to care for his parents
during holidays when they most wanted to see him. “You should have
been there for them,” she repeated, this time her voice a mere
whisper.

Before she could stop it, a tear stole down
her cheek. She squeezed her eyes shut trying to stop it. She
roughly swiped at the tear and pulled the pint to her lips again in
an effort to calm the quiver in her chin. All the while he kept
staring at her.

After a moment he backed down. “You’re
probably right.”

“Probably?”

“Okay, you are right. But I have a job. I
couldn’t just leave every time you called and expect it to be there
waiting for me when I got back.”

Kate huffed and shook her head. “You don’t
get it, Mick. Your parents were dying. You should have been
there for them. No job is worth keeping if it means losing your
parents. Without them you have nothing left but a lonely, empty
farm.”

“Which you will own if I try to sell
it.”

“Aye. So I suspect you better find a way to
keep it.”

“What am I going to do with it? I never
wanted the farm. Why do you think I went to Dublin? Farm life is
not for me. It never has been.”

“I never knew that to be an issue with you
until you went off to university.”

“Well, it has been. That’s probably why Dad
wrote up that ridiculous addendum.”

“What’s ridiculous about it? Donal worked
the farm until he couldn’t work anymore. Like his father before
him, and his before him. Fairhill has been in your family for six
generations. It was one of the few farms that didn’t succumb to the
famine. When your family couldn’t pay the rent, the landlord let
them remain because the Spillanes helped to feed the starving by
teaching the people to fish and to eat something besides potatoes.
There’s more history on the farm, Mick, than your self-centered
desires will let you see.”

He flinched at her words as if she’d slapped
his face. Well, good. He needed to cop himself on.

He didn’t know much of the history of the
place he’d once called home. Had he stayed to take care of his
parents he would have been the one to hear the stories Donal told,
not her.

“You seem to know an awful lot about the
place.”

“Donal and I spent a lot of time
together.”

“It’s no wonder my father left you the
farm.”

“No, Mick. He left it to you. Don’t sell it
and it’s yours for life.”

“But I don’t want it.”

“Then you’re in a right state because I
don’t want it either. But I won’t hesitate to honor your father’s
wishes if you try to sell.” She took the last swallow of her pint
and put the glass down with a little more force than necessary,
slamming down on the table like a gavel.

He went quiet for a moment as he looked
around the pub, his expression unreadable. When he spoke again, his
voice sounded more resigned. “So, where does that leave us
then?”

“Not us. You. You need to find a way to keep
the farm, and your precious career in Dublin it would
seem.”

Frustration seemed to tighten Mick’s
features. “Where do I start?”

She smiled wryly. “Are you asking me for
help, Mick?”

“Looks that way, doesn’t it, Kate?”

She couldn’t help notice the use of her
name. It reminded her of how much she liked the sound of it coming
off his lips. She shook herself to keep her thoughts on track. “You
tell me what the first thing should be. You’re the one with the
degree.”

“In literary history.”

“And your point? Did they teach you nothing
else at that fancy school besides Peig Sayers?”

Mick inhaled deeply, then released the
breath slowly. “I suppose I should go over the accounts to see what
Dad owed and who owed him.”

“That would be a good start. The accounts
are in his desk in the parlor. I can also tell you he owed no one
and no one owed him.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I spent the last two years with him
since your mum died. I kept his accounts as well as cooked his
meals, cleaned his house, and—”

“Okay, I get it,” he cut in. “Is there any
business going on the farm at all now?”

The discussion was moving in a more positive
direction. Good. There were a few things she’d love to tell him
about the abandonment of his parents in their time of need, but
this wasn’t the time or the place. She doubted there was a time and
place for what she wanted to say. Not that it would serve any
purpose except create more tension between them. She didn’t want
that. She just wanted to help him find a way to keep the farm so
she could get on with her life.

She’d once been accepted into Galway General
Hospital as a palliative care nurse, but she’d put the job on hold
when Mary Spillane fell ill. She wondered if she could get the job
again.

“There are about a hundred head of sheep.
Donal stopped most business around the time your mother was
diagnosed with cancer. Once he finally acknowledged he had
emphysema, he soon became confined to the house. Everything but
cash business ceased. Anything he sold was paid for in cash.
Anything he bought was paid for in cash.

“Your father couldn’t get around the farm
unassisted, so he was pretty much housebound unless Dad went over
and got him up in the tractor to take him around the farm. Even
though he couldn’t get about on his own, he still appreciated Dad
taking him around the place to oversee it. It made him feel like he
was still part of the goings-on.”

“Do you know if the farm is paid off? Are
there any debts to the bank?” His voice took on a businesslike
tone.

She shook her head. “Donal made sure
everything was paid up so there wouldn’t be any debt on his
death.”

He cocked a brow at her statement. “You say
that with such casualness.”

“What? Death? I’ve been facing it every day
for five years. Both of your parents knew they were dying, so there
was no use in skirting the subject around them. Some delicacy, yes,
but there was no denial about their health. At least not by them or
me.”

He grunted. “If Dad was housebound, how
could he manage a handful of sheep?”

“That would bring us to the next issue.
Molly.”

“Ah, right.” Mick sat back. “The dog. What
about her? I’m assuming if I can manage to keep the farm, Molly
stays, too.”

“You know what they say about assuming,
Mick.”

“Will this be another argument?”

“I didn’t know we were arguing in the first
place.”

“Okay, let’s talk about the dog. She’s been
working sheep for fun and pleasure?” he bit.

“There you go again. I thought we were
discussing the farm like a couple adults. Nothing will be
accomplished with your snide comments.”

There were no apologies forthcoming, so she
continued. “Molly has been working the sheep for a couple reasons.
First and foremost, so she can get trained as a proper sheepdog.
Collies are working dogs and need a job to be happy. Also, your
father wanted to keep some business going on the farm to feel part
of it, so he and I struck a deal.”

“I knew there was something going on.”

“Nothing was going on, Mick. Jazuz!”
Jesus, Mary and Joseph, he’s exasperating. “I trained Molly
to work the sheep. Plain and simple. Occasionally someone would buy
a lamb or ewe when the flock got too big. And we had to cull the
rams. Molly is a good sheepdog, but she needs to work. I intend to
take her back to our farm so she can work a few head there. She and
I get on well together. Since your father left her to me outright,
I will honor the gift.”

“The dog wasn’t his to give you,” he told
her matter-of-factly. “Molly’s mine.”

“Molly was your father’s dog. You gave her
to him when your mum passed. Now she’s my dog.” She looked him
straight in the eye and dared him to challenge her.

After a moment, once he’d managed to calm
down, he continued. “If Molly has been working sheep on . . . the
farm . . . then I assume there are sheep still there.”

“Aye, there are. As I said, about a
hundred.”

“If you take Molly off the farm, then I’ll
have to get another sheepdog to manage them.”

“I suppose you’re right, if you’re planning
to keep the place a working farm. You’ll need a shepherd, too. Dogs
aren’t self-motivated. Alternatively, you could sell the sheep and
stop all business. If you do that, then what will happen to the
farm?”

“Nothing, I suppose.” He probably hadn’t
thought beyond his last sentence.

A knot twisted in her stomach. “You can’t
let the farm fall into ruin, Mick. That would be a fate worse than
selling it.”

“Can we compromise then?”

“Depends on what you have in mind.”

“Leave Molly on the farm. You can keep
coming over to work with her there. She’s grown up on the farm.
There’s no use in removing her just because Dad . . . isn’t there
anymore.”

She tried to ignore the hitch in his voice.
“Not if you’re going to let the farm fall into ruin.”

“If Molly stays on the farm to work the
sheep, then there’s no reason for the farm to fall into ruin.”

“So you plan on staying and running the
farm?”

He shook his head, a hint of a smile curving
his lips. “Nooo.”

She sat back again and refolded her arms.
“So what you’re saying is that you want Molly to stay on the farm,
you want me to go over and work her, but you aren’t staying on and
you expect the farm to pay its own way. Is that right?”

She could practically see the wheels turning
in Mick’s mind as he sorted through this. “Well, yeah, I guess. If
you’re there—”

“No,” she said flatly.

Mick seemed taken aback. “No?”

“I’m not going to keep going over there as I
had—as if I lived there—to do your job.”

“But I thought that’s what you wanted.”

“No, Mick. What I want is for you to find a
way to keep the farm from falling into ruin. I intend to see if I
can get my job back at the hospital. I won’t have time to run your
farm and work at the same time. You’re practically asking me to
move in and run the farm for you.”

“I’ll pay you to run the farm. Anything you
make off the sheep you can keep.”

“Why should I when I can take over the farm
free and clear if you try to sell it?” Good Lord, how could he
assume such a thing? She didn’t want to be beholden to him for
anything anymore. Now that his parents were gone, God rest their
souls, she could get on with her life. “No, Mick. This is your
responsibility.”

“So leave Molly on the farm and go over on
your days off to work her.”

She sighed deeply, then looked into his
eyes. “What good would that do her? Aside from being alone the
whole time, who will feed her? She needs human interaction. She
needs constant training. She’ll only get that by moving her to
Conneely Farm.”

“Well, help me out then, because I obviously
don’t know what you expect me to do.” Mick threw his hand in the
air in exasperation.

She stared at him. Possible solutions
tumbled around in her mind and crashed into her mix of emotions.
Did he really think she’d agree to his outrageous proposal?

She took a deep breath. “Why don’t I just
take Molly home with me until you figure it out? I’ll get Dad over
to help move the sheep and we’ll work them at our place. When you
decide what you want to do, let me know and we’ll talk.”

She started to gather her things before
sliding out of her seat. She was stilled by his hand on hers. The
heat of it shot through her like a flash of lightning, and she spun
to face him.

His eyes had softened. “Wait,” he said
softly.

“For what?” For a moment they gazed at each
other. She wasn’t sure what she saw, but it looked a lot like
pleading.

Finally, “There has to be a solution. I just
can’t see it for myself.”

She sighed. “Why don’t you head back to the
farm? Sleep on it. Think things through. Maybe you’ll find an
answer in a day or two. I don’t expect you to make any decisions
right now. Your father’s just died. You’ve received a huge shock
over the will. Things are confusing for you right now. Give it a
few days, then—”

“Then, what?”

“Ring me and we’ll talk about them.” She
moved her hand from under his, the warmth of his touch evaporating,
and slid out of the snug.

“Kate, I haven’t been to the farm yet.”

She froze, unable to hide her surprise.

“I took a room at a hotel up on Eyre
Square.”

She eased back into her seat. She kept her
gaze locked with his, searching for an answer. He lowered his gaze
to his fingers, which were fidgeting with a spare coaster on the
table. When he finally looked back at her, his eyes were filled
with pain. She understood then that guilt haunted him.

Slowly, she reached over and placed her
fingers on top of his. He let the coaster fall to the table and
took her hand in his. His gaze rose to their entwined hands. His
thumb rubbed the backs of her fingers.

After a moment, he met her gaze. The last
ten years seemed to have never happened and they were back to being
the best of friends; the best of friends who’d always shared their
thoughts and feelings. But in a blink, the reality of the situation
brought her back to the present. Nothing had changed between them
since he’d pulled away from her ten years ago. Her heart ached to
comfort him, but she reined in her emotions. She would treat him
with as much distance as he treated her.

“I haven’t been able to go.”

Her other hand came up to pat his. “It’s
okay, Mick. I understand.”

“I just can’t go alone. I drove by when I
got in from Dublin, but—”

She thought about what she was going to say
next before she actually spoke. She wanted to be sure she was doing
the right thing. By all rights she should let him sort through his
feelings. After all, he’s the one who got himself into this mess.
He should get himself out. It was the look in his eyes now that
changed her mind. For a moment, just a split second, she thought
she could see into his soul again.

“Do you want me to go with you?”

He gazed up at her then. “I—”

“I was going over anyway,” she lied, cutting
him off. She stood again and pulled him up with her. If he was
going, it had better be now or he’d never go.

“Kate—”

She squeezed his hand before releasing it.
“Come on, then.”
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Mick found her waiting outside the pub when
he exited. “Really, Kate, I can make it on my own. I just
need—”

“Time?”

“Maybe.” Now that he was outside, the fresh
air hit him. The warmth of the pub had dulled his senses. Sitting
with her, he started to relax when what he really wanted to do was
tell her in no uncertain terms what his intentions of the farm
were. But once she started to question him, he found he wasn’t so
sure.

True, he hadn’t been out to the farm since
he got the call that his father had died. He’d hoped to get the
place sold without having to go back. There were too many memories
there, good and bad, and he didn’t fancy revisiting them.

Now that the will had been read, and after
talking to Kate and hearing her intentions, he had to think
carefully about his next step. If he couldn’t sell the property,
then he had to find a way to keep it. Moving back to run it himself
wasn’t an option. If he knew Kate, she was serious about his not
letting the farm fall into ruin. He didn’t want to see the farm
fail. He just didn’t want to be the one to run it.

Maybe he should let her take him out to the
farm. Perhaps together they could find a solution. Then he could go
back to Dublin.

“Shall I drive or you?” he asked.

“I’ll follow you. My car is parked just
there in the car park.”

He glanced up at The Quays car park sign and
nodded. “I’m up on the Square.”

“Grand. I’ll give you a lift up then follow
you out.”

She turned and headed into the car park.
Would she never just slow down for a minute so a man could catch
his breath?

He followed her up three flights of stairs
and across the car park. When they reached her car, he froze.
Surely she didn’t intend for him to get into this soup can on
wheels.

“What?” she asked sharply, drawing his
gaze.

“This yours?”

She looked over the car. “Yeah. Is there a
problem?”

“It’s a Mini.”

“And your point?” She folded her arms across
her breasts and lifted an eyebrow.

“None. I just thought you’d be driving
something a little more—”

“A little more what, Mick?”

“I don’t know. After all the money my
parents paid you, I expected you might be driving—”

“A Mercedes? A BMW perhaps?”

“Well, yeah. Or at least a new MINI.” His
father must have been keeping the few head of sheep just to pay her
for her services. She had to have a tidy bank balance by now.

“You thought wrong, Mick. Remember what
Tighe said? I didn’t take a cent from your father. Now, get in.”
She pulled the door open, slid in, then reached over and flipped
the lock on his side.

He drew his fingers through his hair,
exhaled sharply, then climbed in beside her. She was right about
what Tighe said. He’d been so upset in the office the fact had
barely registered.

The drive back to Eyre Square took a few
minutes as she zipped through lunchtime traffic clogging the
streets. The car was tighter than he expected. Each time she
shifted gears, she brushed his thigh. The first time she apologized
and said his leg was in the way. He’d moved it, but now she seemed
to be touching him on purpose. Or was his leg just gravitating in
her direction on its own?

Her fragrance filled the closed-in car and
contradicted the professional outfit she wore. He’d expected
something floral, something feminine, not this heady, musky scent.
It gave her an air of mystery that suited her. He had been too
agitated in the solicitor’s office to notice much, and the pub had
too many of its own stale odors. But here in her tiny car, her
scent swirled around, intoxicating him.

He glanced over and watched her negotiate
the traffic. He remembered her hair the last time he saw her. He’d
been visiting his father over Easter. He hadn’t expected to see her
there. His father’s appearance shocked him. He sat in his old chair
staring at the TV with his oxygen tank beside him, the tubes
connected to him helping him breathe. His heart ached at the pale
complexion on the man’s face, the look of exhaustion, and the sound
of him struggling to breathe.

Then he caught sight of Kate standing at the
door to the kitchen. She wore a pair of snug fitting old jeans
tucked into a well-worn pair of green Wellies and a cream colored
Aran jumper. Her dark hair was down around her shoulders, curling
tightly in ringlets that framed her heart-shaped face. For an
instant before she saw him, she looked totally relaxed. Her cheeks
were flushed from being outside. By the look of her Wellies, she
must have been in the garden. She clutched a bunch of fresh
carrots. At that moment, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever
seen.

When she saw him, she stiffened, and the
smile that creased her lips flattened. Her features hardened
instantly. Still, she looked beautiful. She exchanged a brief
greeting with him, then he returned his attention to his father.
But the sight of her clenched his heart in a different way, and he
wasn’t sure what it meant.

He had that same clenching now sitting
beside her in the Mini. He longed to reach up and pull her hair out
of its twist so it could spill over her shoulders as it had that
day in the kitchen. He shifted in his seat at the tightening in his
groin.

The sound of her voice pulled him out of his
thoughts. “Which one is it?” she asked as she pulled onto Eyre
Square.

He pointed to a dark blue Honda with a rear
spoiler and alloy wheels. “There.”

Kate pulled up behind the car and pulled on
the hand break. “I never figured you for a boy racer, Mick.” She
smiled at him then and he had a sudden urge to kiss her.

“And I never figured you for a rally
driver,” he countered, unlatching the safety belt. He had to get
out of the car. He’d seen Kate only a handful of times in the last
six months, but each time she confused and muddled his mind.

“My driving isn’t that bad.”

“I was making a joke about the Mini, not
your driving.”

“It gets me around.”

He grunted and got out of the car. The fresh
air hit him again, snapping him into alertness. What was it about
being around Kate that put his mind into a fog?

He slammed the door and walked around to the
driver’s side of his car. He opened the door and slid in.

Fastening the seatbelt, his thoughts came
back to the discussion in the pub. He had to find a way to keep
both the farm and his job in Dublin. He hoped Kate would help him
find a way because he had no ideas of his own. Tighe’s reading of
the will stunned him. If he had known what his father intended, he
might have been able to prevent it.

Behind him, Kate had backed her car up to
give him room to pull out. He thrust the key in the ignition and
started the engine. He signaled and reversed. Soon they were both
on the N59 heading into Connemara.

* * * * *

Mick pulled off the main road and passed
between two overgrown Fuchsias to join the connecting road between
Conneely Farm and Fairhill Farm. The flowers hung heavy with
scarlet buds, their scent filtering in through the car vents and
sparking something familiar inside him.

He followed the long winding road across the
hillside toward the house. As he neared, he slowed. The farmyard,
surrounded by an old stable house, the barn, chicken coop and other
outbuildings, came into view.

He pulled to a stop in front of the house
and cut the motor. He sat a moment to compose himself. The sudden
revelation that his father wouldn’t be here to greet him this time
stole his breath. His heart raced. He gazed around the farmyard and
ghosts of his past came to life.

The house had been painted just before he
left for university. Yellow had been his mother’s favorite color.
He never noticed it before, but now the paint definitely showed its
age.

Under every window, where his mother had
spent so much time tending the little patches of earth, flowers
bloomed. Even now he could picture her placing the colorful bedding
flowers in the dark brown earth. The window boxes also burst with
color, both on the ground floor windows and the bedrooms windows
upstairs. Mick credited Kate with having kept them in bloom since
his mother’s passing. She’d done this for his father.

The yard, though free from clutter, showed
the obvious signs of many decades of use. The barn had been
whitewashed around the same time the house had been painted. He and
his father had seen to it the year before he left for university.
The once bright yellow door, like the house, was faded and stood
half opened. Someone had backed in the tractor. Probably Liam.
Beside the house, a dozen chickens wandered outside their little
stone coop pecking at the ground.

From across the yard, past the old
slaughterhouse, sheds, and turf store, Molly galloped toward the
parked cars. The dog skidded to a halt at Kate’s feet and flopped
herself on her back, wiggling uncontrollably, waiting for Kate to
scratch her belly.

Mesmerized, he watched the pair. Her voice
drifted through the closed windows of his Honda. The dog seemed to
talk back to Kate with her snuffles and grunts of pleasure.

He slid out from behind the wheel and closed
the door behind him. Molly shot to her feet, immediately alert, but
stayed beside Kate protectively. He stepped up to the two and put
his hand down for Molly to sniff. When it seemed Molly had accepted
him, he patted her head.

“I don’t have keys for the house.” He’d
never had keys when he was growing up. He’d never needed them. His
parents were always home. Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t
remember his parents ever spending time away from the farm. Not
even to take a holiday.

“I’ve got keys.” She turned to the front
door and twisted the handle. The door swung open. “We still never
lock our doors this far out in the country, but I’m sure you’ll
want to lock up when you leave for Dublin.”

He nodded, then followed her inside. Once
the door was closed, all he could do was stand there and stare into
the empty room. Somehow, it seemed smaller than he remembered. Or
maybe it was that his father had always been larger than life, and
any room he was in had to stretch and expand to fit him. Without
him in the parlor, it felt as if the room squeezed in on Mick.

He expected, even now, to see his father
sitting in his chair before the tellie, wheezing through the tubes
that helped him breathe. But the chair was empty, the tellie was
off, and the ever-present oxygen tank gone. The air seemed to hang
thick with memories. Heavier still was the guilt that weighed him
down. Would that feeling ever leave?

“Are you all right, Mick?” Her voice
filtered into his mind as he turned to see the concerned look on
her face.

“Yeah, why?” He sounded a bit more defensive
than was necessary.

“You’ve gone pale.”

He waved off her observance. The room was
exactly as he remembered it as a child, and every other visit since
he’d left for university. The great stone hearth with its thick oak
mantel dominated the room. The opening to the hearth was so large
that as a child he could walk right into it without having to
crouch. Stone shelves built into the insides once held cooking
implements. A turf fire would have been used for cooking. A big
iron pot would have hung from a big hook suspended over the flames.
Or a trivet would have been set within the coals to hold a baking
pot for making bread. Bits of the glowing embers would be placed on
the lid to balance the cooking temperature.

He remembered his mother baking bread like
that when he was very young, and his father and he would get out an
old churn to make the butter. Not because they had to, but to
remind him of what it was like for his ancestors. His mother always
told him never to forget his roots. Something in Kate’s words in
the pub told him she probably knew more about his roots than he
did.

Suddenly sunlight flooded through the
windows. It brightened the room, shining the brightest on his
father’s empty chair. The only telltale sign that his father had
used the chair for so many years was the imprint left by his dad’s
backside in the seat cushion and the worn spots that his mother’s
hand-crocheted doilies still covered.

His mother had sat in her own chair beside
his father’s, a crochet hook in hand. Back then, both chairs had
faced the hearth. His father would have been listening to the
wireless, usually a G.A.A. match, while his mother’s hands flew
over her work. How his father loved Gaelic football.

Mick, himself, would have been lying on his
belly in front of the fire reading one of his many books or doing
his homework. Memories flooded through him, making his chest ache.
He had to remind himself to breathe. That had been a happy time in
his life. A time before—

“Mick!” Her raised voice shocked him out of
his thoughts. “I’m making tea. Will you have a cuppa?” She was
ignorant of his thoughts. Ignorant that she was the cause of his
ten year-long heartache.

He gazed into her eyes, trying to find an
answer to a long-asked question in his own mind. How could she have
done it to him? But the answer wasn’t forthcoming, so he simply
nodded in reply and turned toward the stairs.

He took the steps by twos until he reached
the landing where he stood looking at two doors. The door in front
of him belonged to his parents. The door to his right was his old
room. Both doors stood open, calling to him. He chose his own. He
couldn’t face his parents’ room. Not yet.

His bedroom hadn’t changed since he’d left.
His mother didn’t see the point as there were no other children to
move into it, and he didn’t seem inclined to move home and change
it himself. He didn’t know what he expected to find up here now,
but something pulled him up the stairs.

His single bed sat under the window. He
remembered moving it there himself so he could see the moon and
stars at night. It still had the same spread on it. It was a
much-faded green now, but he remembered a time when the color had
matched Kate’s eyes.

He turned his gaze to the small bookcase
near the head of the bed. Most of the books were Irish classics
from the likes of Synge, O’Sullivan, Macken, Joyce and Keane and
some literary classics by Hemingway, Poe, Shelley, Stevenson, and
Steinbeck. He’d loved to read as long as he could remember. His
tastes had always been eclectic.

He sat on the edge of his bed and ran his
fingers over the worn spines. He had read each book—most of them
many times over.

His finger came to rest on one particular
book and his heart started to race. The Works of Lord Byron.
He pulled it off the shelf. He knew which page he was looking for,
but the book fell open automatically. He went right to the passage
he could recite from memory because he’d read it so often.

She walks in beauty, like the night

Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

And all that’s best of dark and bright

Meet in her aspect and her eyes.

There was a strip of small pictures of Kate
and him that had been taken at a shop kiosk. He wondered if she
still had the second photo strip they’d made. He’d tucked his
between the pages like a pressed flower and gazed into the eyes of
the fifteen-year-old girl he’d thought he was falling in love with.
If anything, in the ten years since those photos were taken, Kate
had grown more beautiful.

He flipped to the first page of the book
next. Opposite an engraving of the poet himself was a simple line
and declaration:

“You will always be my best friend!

All my love, Kate, xoxo”

Those simple words were worn thin on the
page. His fingers, then as now, traced the lines Kate had written.
He remembered the day she’d given him the book.

They were walking home from school together,
as usual, and cut a path through Fairhill’s pastures. The climb up
the hillside to the ancient stone circle was sheltered from view by
gorse.

As adolescents, the stone circle was their
secret place to escape chores at home. It was a castle or Celtic
fort depending on which game they were playing. As teenagers, it
was a place that had quickly grown to be a much more private place,
where they could talk—about what they’d read, school, or the places
they wanted to see in the world. It was their place to dream.

On this particular day, he’d taken Kate to
the circle as an excuse to spend more time with her. He didn’t
understand it then, but more than friendship blossomed between
them.

He’d been surprised when she pulled a
package out of her coat pocket and handed it to him. She didn’t say
anything. Just handed it to him. The plain paper wrapping seemed to
shine in the dim light of the day. His fingers shook taking it from
her.

He was thrilled with the gift. She’d
obviously bought the book in a used bookstore, as it was an old
copy that dated back to the turn of the century. The pages were
delicate and yellowing around the edges, and the typeset was old
fashioned. It had character, this book, and he loved it.

This was his sixteenth birthday. She was the
only one who knew what pleasure he would get from receiving a book
as a gift, even one of poetry. He was so thrilled with the gift he
leant over to kiss her quickly on the cheek. Only she’d looked up
at him just then and his lips touched hers.

The flush that rushed across her skin must
have echoed his. Both grinned like eejits on a bog trot when they
realized what had happened. Their first kiss. It was then he
realized their relationship had changed forever.

They were no longer children, but heading
quickly into adulthood. The firmness in his trousers that day was
enough to tell him that. More so was the twisting in his chest
every time he thought of Kate, every time she was around, and every
time he read through this book. Knowing she’d given it to him and
that her delicate fingers had touched the pages was enough to
increase his heart rate.

A movement across the room startled him. He
looked up to see the object of his adolescent desire step through
the door. A look of worry etched across her face.

“I was calling you.”

He moved to replace the book on the shelf.
“Sorry, I didn’t hear you. I was—”

“Here, let’s have a look at that.” She sat
beside him and took the book before he could protest. “Byron. I
gave this to you, sure.”

There was no need for Mick to reply. They
both knew she had. Her cheeks pinkened. She must remember the day
as well.

He watched her flip through the book then
stop at one of the passages. She cleared her throat, then read the
passage softly with feeling.

You call me still your life.—Oh! change the
word—

Life is as transient as the inconstant
sigh:

Say rather I’m your soul; more just that
name,

For, like the soul, my love can never
die.

The words struck deep in his soul. He
remembered how he felt for her and knew he’d always care for her.
Back then she’d been his life and he hers. Her handwritten vow was
forever etched on the first page of the book, and he’d never forget
that special day at the stone circle.

She sat so close to him he could smell her
skin, unadorned by manmade perfumes. Sitting close to her in her
Mini earlier in Galway City, he’d thought she wore perfume. He now
realized it was only the fragrance of her soap mingling with her
body’s unique scent. The combination of the two intoxicated
him.

His gaze slipped down her body, his heating
in response.

She’d slipped off her shoes downstairs,
which probably accounted for his not hearing her on the stairs. Her
slim feet curved up to narrow ankles and tapered calves. Her knees
were the last he saw of her shapely legs before they disappeared
under her prim dark skirt.

Her blouse had been pulled free of the
confining waistband. She looked as if she was just in from work,
home for the evening and relaxing before slipping into something
more comfortable. For some reason, the thought of her coming home
to him warmed him.

His eyes came back to her mouth as she read.
Her lips moved as she distinctly pronounced each word of the
passage. What would those lips feel like on his skin—better yet,
wrapped around his arousal? That thought made him stiffen even
more.

She’d let her hair down earlier, probably
while she was below in the kitchen. It spilled over her shoulders
and haloed her heart-shaped face. The sun filtering through the
window netting sparked red lights of fire in the dark curls.

On impulse, he reached up and took a curl
between his fingers and rubbed it between them. It was so much
softer than it looked. He brought it to his nose and inhaled
deeply, closing his eyes at the scent of it. It smelled like the
Irish rain.

As he opened his eyes, Kate had half turned
to glance at him as she came to the end of the passage. “My love
can never die.” Wariness played across her features. He drew
himself closer until her breath touched his cheek. He smelled the
sweet tea she’d been drinking in the kitchen.

Unable to resist, he closed the space
between them. Her eyes fluttered, unsure, until his lips met hers.
He squeezed his eyes shut as fire shot through him.

Instinctively, he sought her heat. He moved
his mouth over hers with deliberation. At first she hesitated, but
she didn’t pull away. She relaxed as he nipped and tugged,
encouraging him to demand more with each movement. When he touched
the tip of his tongue to her upper lip she didn’t fight him, so he
deepened his kiss.

They were both apprehensive, tasting each
other this way for the first time. When he touched his tongue to
hers she hesitated but leaned into him, returning his kiss.

Kate seemed as unsure as he, but she made no
indication she wanted to stop. Their tongues coiled repeatedly, and
longing squeezed Mick from his chest clear to his groin.

Wrapping his arm around her waist, he pulled
her closer. Her hand clasped his shoulder, her fingers pressing
into his muscles.

When she moaned, it echoed through her
ribcage, up into her throat to pass through her lips and into his
mouth. He swallowed it blissfully and thrust his tongue into her
mouth again to suckle her, tease her, taste her. Oh, the taste of
her about undid him.

He slid his hand up her back and wound his
fingers through her hair to her scalp. Holding her against him, he
lowered her to the bed.
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What was he doing to her? Kate’s mind
reeled as Mick’s mouth plundered hers. She was powerless against
him; not that she wanted him to stop, mind.

At the same time, she didn’t want him to
continue. It was wrong. She knew it was wrong. But she couldn’t
stop him. She couldn’t stop herself, for that matter.

Emotions washed through her. She’d dreamed
of this and wondered what Mick’s kiss would be like, how it would
affect her, how he would taste. She’d wanted him since she was old
enough to know what wanting was. Now that she was in his arms she
wanted to make her dreams a reality, regardless of his motives.

The realization that Donal had just died was
at the back of her mind, but his essence was still in the house.
She half expected him to walk through the door and chastise them
for what they were doing under his roof. She knew he wouldn’t, but
it didn’t calm the anxiety that they would still be caught. Hadn’t
she and Mick been strangers for the last ten years? Could a simple
kiss wipe away all the tears she’d shed over him?

As much as she knew she should stop this,
she couldn’t. She’d wanted him too long. His masculine warmth
pressed against her. His touch felt natural. She lay in the crook
of his arm on his narrow single bed while his other hand roamed
over her body.

Normally, she would have been
self-conscious. She wasn’t fat, but she was fuller in places that
rounded out her figure and made it harder to find clothes that fit
properly. Her bottom was the part of her she liked the least and
tried to hide whenever possible in oversized shirts and
jackets.

Mick made her forget her self-consciousness.
He made her feel sexy. She wanted him to keep touching her. He
stroked the soft mound of her belly, then moved along her hip to
her thigh to pull her even closer and against his erection. She
couldn’t keep her moan of pleasure to herself. He soothed the
longing that ten years of aching couldn’t erase.

His caress moved up again, across her hip,
along her waist to her ribcage and under her blouse. His fingers
pressed into her flesh, not quite scratching her skin, but not
delicate either.

When he cupped her breast, she couldn’t
breathe. She’d never been touched like this. When he stroked the
taught nipple pressing through her lacy bra, she sucked in her
breath, forcing oxygen into her lungs.

She didn’t know when it happened or how, but
Mick had unbuttoned her blouse. Cool air wafted over her stomach.
He returned his attention to her breasts, first one, then the
other, gently squeezing them and rolling the nipples between finger
and thumb. The rough texture of the lace as it rubbed against her
skin heightened her arousal. She arched involuntarily into his
palm.

He pulled the straps just off her shoulders,
ran his fingers down to the cup, then dipped his fingers underneath
the lace to her nipple to flick it back and forth. Soon he had
freed the breast and held the mound in his hand.

He trailed hot kisses along her jaw line and
down her throat to the well at her collarbone. He dipped lower
still where he pulled her erect nipple into his mouth.

She dug her nails into his back through his
shirt, arching against him. She’d never been made love to before
and it was gloriously delicious. The flash of electricity that shot
through her was intense, and she was in no hurry to have it end any
time soon. Her body was alive with desire, and everywhere he
touched her was like fire on her already heated flesh.

While he drove her wild with his tongue, his
hand strayed back to her stomach again, then down her hip to her
thigh where he held her against his more than obvious erection. He
slid his hand under her skirt, parting her legs as he moved. It was
slow and sweet torture.

When his palm cupped her, her eyes shot
open. He silenced her protest with another deep kiss. At once she
fell into compliance.

Just then a car horn sounded in the yard.
Molly barked. Mick’s head snapped up and he looked out the
window.

“Shit!” He threw himself off the bed.

She leapt from the bed after him. Her blouse
almost fell off her shoulders, and a flush of shame shot through
her so hot she thought she was poor Joan of Arc on the martyr’s
post. What had she done? What had she allowed Mick to do to
her?

He turned, his bulge still very much in
evidence. “I’ll see to whoever it is, then come back to finish what
we started.”

“Oh, no, we won’t. How dare you—”

“How dare me?” He cut her off. “You weren’t
exactly screaming ‘no’.”

Her cheeks burned. What could she say? He
was right. “Maybe so, but—”

“But what?”

She turned him by the shoulders and pushed
him toward the bedroom door. “Oh! Just get down there and see who
it is while I do something about the state of me. We can forget
this ever happened.”

She flew into the bathroom and slammed the
door. Pressing her back to the door, she tried to calm her racing
heart. Then she caught her reflection in the mirror.

“Oh, no,” she moaned. She looked like a
woman who had just hopped out of bed. And literally, she had. She
couldn’t go downstairs in this condition. She quickly removed her
blouse and pulled a hand cloth from the stack from under the sink.
She soaked it in cold water, then wrung it out before scrubbing her
face with it. She didn’t stop there. She bathed all the places
Mick’s lips had scorched her. No matter how much she washed she
couldn’t scrub away the feel of him. Her skin still burned
everywhere he’d touched her.

What a fool she was to let him get away with
this. What a fool to let herself enjoy it so much she couldn’t
justify pushing him away, as would have been appropriate. He’d made
her think there could be something more between them. Like it was
possible to forget the last ten years and pick up where they’d left
off.

He knew she was vulnerable right now. The
death of his father hit her hard. He had to know that. Did he hope
to seduce her into giving up ownership of the farm if he tried to
sell?

Well, whatever his motives, she wouldn’t let
it happen. She would honor Donal’s last wishes, regardless how she
felt about Mick. No matter how he tried to seduce her.

She grabbed an old brush kept under the sink
and ran it through her hair. The curls were thoroughly tangled,
thanks to Mick. She ended up ripping at her scalp to bring the mass
under control again.

She wasn’t sure if it was the pain of the
rough brushing or the thought of what had just happened that
brought tears to her eyes, but they fell just the same. She threw
the brush into the sink, pulled the cool hand cloth to her face,
and let the tears come in racking sobs.

* * * * *

When Kate descended the stairs, she was
mortified to find her father, Liam, sitting in the parlor having a
cup of tea with Mick.

“Da!”

“Kate,” came his deep voice. “Ye’re lookin’
absolutely flushed, girl.”

Heat flooded her face at his observation.
Could he tell what had happened?

“We just came from the reading of the will,
Mr. Conneely,” Mick cut in, saving her from disgrace. “Kate was
rather upset by it.”

Her father took a sip from his cup. “Is that
so?”

“Aye, Da. I told you I was going into the
city this morning. I had an interview at the hospital and then I
was going to the reading. I’m sure I told you.”

He seemed to think about it. “I’m sure you
did, pet. Don’t just stand there looking stricken, girl. Get
yourself some tea and join us.”

She nodded and went into the kitchen. She
heard the men talking through the doorway.

“I thought the will was just a
formality.”

“I thought it was, too. I was surprised to
see Kate there when I arrived. Turns out my father had a strange
sense of humor in his last days.”

“What do you mean? Did the will say
something extraordinary?” That was her father. Right to the point.
She was actually surprised by the tone of his voice. Was it
possible that his closest friend hadn’t told him about putting her
in the will?

“Aye. He’s giving everything to Kate, as it
turns out.”

“What?” her father gasped.

She needed to get back in there. “Only if
you try to sell, Mick.”

She set her cup on the table, then sat on
the sofa beside her father. Mick sat in his mother’s chair. Donal’s
chair remained empty.

Her father looked at her, waiting for an
explanation.

“Mick inherited everything.”

“Except the dog,” Mick reminded her.

“Except Molly. But if he tries to sell,
everything reverts to me.” She lifted her cup and sipped the hot
tea. The bitterness hit her in the back of the throat and
threatened to wash the taste of Mick from her mouth. She quickly
set the cup aside. Even after all the names she’d just called him,
she wasn’t sure she wanted to let him go so quickly.

“Mr. Conneely, did you know my father was
doing this?”

Her father shook his head. “He said he’d put
Kate into the will, but he didn’t say what he was giving her. I
never asked. Just assumed it was a little something for helping out
around the place.”

Silence filled the room. No one seemed to
know what to say. The ticking of the mantle clock echoed off the
walls like a Lambeg Drum.

“So,” her father finally said, looking back
and forth between them, “what will you do, son?”

A slight twitch at the corners of Mick’s
eyes told Kate her father’s endearment had struck a chord. It
wouldn’t have been noticeable to anyone but her because she knew
him so well, but it was there just the same.

“I’m not sure. Obviously, it’s in my best
advantage to keep the farm, but I’ve no interest in it.” Mick slunk
back against the chair, balancing his mug on the armrest.

“Sounds to me like you’re in a spot of
bother,” her father said.

“We’ve been trying to think of a way for
Mick to keep the farm, Da,” Kate chimed in. If two heads were
better than one, certainly three were better still. “Mick has no
interest in moving home to manage the farm himself, and I’d rather
enforce the will myself than let it fall into ruin.”

“Uh huh, a spot of bother, boy.”

“Da, do you have any ideas that would help
Mick keep the farm and allow him to return to Dublin? There has to
be something he can do.” Her father set his mug on the table. He
placed his elbows on his knees, steepled his fingers and brought
them to his lips as he thought, as if he was praying.

“Hmmm—” Liam muttered as he thought. When he
looked up she wasn’t sure what he’d say. Her breath caught in her
chest anticipating his words. “Is there any harm with Kate
continuing on here?”

Immediately she spoke up. She didn’t have to
think as the words tumbled out. “No, that’s not an option. I’m
going back to nursing. Sure and I might have that position in
Galway City. Besides, what would I do around here with themselves
gone and all? No, I don’t think that’s an option at all, Da. And
even if I did, I might as well have inherited the place
altogether.”

“Hmm, you’ve a point, girl.”

“I’ve already suggested as much, Mr.
Conneely. There really isn’t anything she could do here anyway. How
much tidying can an empty house need? And if she’s only here to
work the dog, Molly I mean, she can just as easily do it at
home.”

“Do you want to get the business going
again?” he asked Mick.

“If the place can make some money then, aye,
it wouldn’t do any harm. As long as it can be done with me in
Dublin.”

“So why don’t you hire a manager?”

Kate shot a look at Mick whose eyes widened
with sudden clarity. Neither of them had thought beyond themselves
and she saw he liked this option. She was hesitant, but there was
nothing she would be able to do about his decision. He’d be able to
keep the farm, return to Dublin, and get on with his life.

She would be the only one affected. For the
last five years she’d spent nearly every day here on the farm. No
longer obligated to return, she would have to find a new life for
herself. Wasn’t that what she wanted?

Going back to nursing seemed the logical
route to go since it was her formal training. Though deep down she
wasn’t sure anymore that this was what she wanted to do with her
life. Caring for the Spillanes had taken its toll and she wasn’t
sure she could go through it all again.

“Kate?” Mick’s voice cut through her
thoughts.

She looked up to find both men looking at
her. “Sorry, I was thinking.”

“I asked what you thought of your father’s
idea.”

“I suppose it would work. What about Molly?”
No matter what happened with the farm, the dog was hers now and
Molly’s best interest was also an issue.

“If there’s a manager on the premises,
there’s no reason why she’s can’t stay on here. She’s familiar with
the farm and the land. She’ll be needed to tend the flock,” Mick
told her. “Obviously, the decision’s yours if you’ll take her home
or leave her here, but you can always come over whenever you want
to see her.”

“Aye,” was all she could say as she thought
about her options.

“And it might not be a bad idea if you did
stop in occasionally to look in on the place to be sure
everything’s in order. Maybe to put a few things away for me if I
decide to come back to check up on the place,” Mick further
suggested.

While it wasn’t her responsibility anymore,
the idea of being in the Spillane home appealed to her. She’d grown
so used to the place, and the idea of no longer needing to come
over felt like a door in her life had slammed closed in her face.
She’d developed such a strong relationship with the Spillanes the
place felt like home to her, and she didn’t like the idea of never
returning now that they were gone.

Continuing an occasional visit would allow
her to keep an eye on Molly if nothing else.

“Well?” Liam pressed.

Kate looked between the men. The decision
was hers. It was a viable option. There was no disputing that.
Everyone got what they wanted. Or did they?

What did she expect Mick to do? He didn’t
want to move home. She couldn’t force him. But did she really want
him living back next door? She’d be in the same position she’d been
in ten years ago. His stunt above stairs earlier had reignited her
desire for him. She didn’t think she could handle it. Worse, with
him so close and trying it on with her time and again, toying with
her feelings.

Damn him for doing this to her. Damn her for
letting him.

“Earth to Kate,” called Mick. Her head
snapped up. “What’s the decision?”

“Fine,” she snapped. “I’m all for it. Let’s
do it.” This was the right decision. Mick would be on the other
side of the country where he wanted to be. With him so far away
there was hope she could learn to live without him. Again.

Mick turned to her father. “Right. We have a
solution. The next question is where do we find someone willing to
manage this place?”

“I might know a man. I’ll call him this
evening after tea and see what he has to say,” offered Liam.

“Fantastic,” said Mick.

Liam stood to leave and looked to Kate.
“Shall I wait for you, pet?”

“No, Da. I’ll be along shortly. I’ll just
tidy up here and be on my way.” She wanted a final word with Mick
before she told him goodbye.

“Right, so.” Liam grabbed his hat from a
table beside the door and turned back to Mick. “Deirdre is putting
the tea out soon if you want to join us.”

“I appreciate the invitation, Mr. Conneely,
but I think I’ll head back to Galway until you’ve contacted your
man about the job.”

“If you change your mind, Mick, just call
in. No need to phone ahead. You’re more than welcome. You’re good
as family, son.”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate that.”

At the door, Liam took Mick’s hand in his
own and looked him in the eye. Her father glanced her way, then
back to Mick. His gaze spoke volumes, she was sure, but not being a
man she had no idea what her father was trying to convey to Mick.
By the look on Mick’s face there was an understanding.

Finally, Liam just said, “Mind yourself,”
and was gone.

As soon as her father left, she shot into
the kitchen and began tidying up from the tea. She heard Mick step
into the room. He stopped in the doorway and watched her work. His
gaze burned into her.

“What do you really think of the idea,
Kate?”

Without turning to face him, she asked,
“What idea?”

“The one about hiring a manager.” To her
surprise, Mick went into the parlor then returned with the three
dirty mugs and slipped them into the sink. From the corner of her
eye she saw him leaned back against the countertop, crossing his
arms as he stood casually beside her.

Damn! Why did it still feel so natural to do
something as mundane as wash the dishes while he stood, chatting as
if nothing had happened upstairs—as if the last ten years hadn’t
happened?

“I said it was fine.” She didn’t bother to
disguise her annoyance.

“You said that before. You don’t sound keen
on the idea though. I want to know what you really think.”

Kate turned to pick up a tea towel and began
drying what she’d just washed. Her hands shook. She hoped she
didn’t drop Mary’s crockery. Mary had told her it had been passed
down in the family for three generations. Did Mick know?

“The one thing you may not remember about
me, Mick, is that I always say what I feel, and mean what I say.
And I said it was fine. What do you want me to say?” Why couldn’t
he drop the subject and go back to whatever he was doing
upstairs?

No. Scratch that. She wanted him to go back
to what he was doing before she went up looking for him. She didn’t
want to find herself on his bed again.

Mick was forced to move when she reached up
to open the press behind him to put away the cups. He startled her
by grasping her wrist and forcing her to look at him.

“Kate, can we talk about this, please?”

“There really isn’t anything to talk about.
It’s a good idea. It’s obviously the only solution. I’m surprised
one of us hadn’t thought about it earlier, but I’m glad we’ve found
an option.” She slipped free of his grip and stepped away to put
the milk back in the fridge.

“Will you leave Molly on the farm?”

At first, she didn’t say anything. She would
rather take the dog home with her. At the same time, Molly was
familiar with Fairhill Farm, and with a manager there was no reason
why the dog should have to move. She knew the land here, knew the
flock.

Finally, she said, “Aye. She can stay.” Then
she turned to Mick and locked gazes with him. “With a manager here,
Molly will be able to work the flock with him. I’ll go out with
them a few times until she’s comfortable taking direction from him,
then I’ll leave them to it. I’ll come over now and again to see how
she’s getting on.” Then she added, “And while I’m here I can check
up on the place.”

He nodded his agreement. “I’m
impressed.”

“About what?”

“It didn’t take you long to work everything
out.”

“What do you expect me to do, Mick? It’s the
only solution since you don’t want to move home. I’ll do what I can
to make the transition go smoothly. It’s hard enough on Molly since
your da died.” He winced at the mention of his father’s death. “If
I just up and leave and a stranger comes in to work Molly there’s
no telling what would happen with her. I want this to be easy on
her. Since we’ve finally found a way to make this arrangement work,
I’d like to see it done right.

“And so that we’re on the same page, if I
feel Molly needs to be removed from the farm, I will do
it.”

“Fair enough, Kate.”

She nodded sharply to end the discussion,
then looked around the kitchen to be sure she hadn’t missed
anything. Nothing appeared amiss. Never mind the tension snapping
in the air that passed between them.

“Well, since everything is tidy, I’ll be on
my way.” She started past Mick, but he grasped her by the upper
arm, stopping her in her tracks. He wasn’t forcing her to stop, but
at the same time she wasn’t trying to pull away from him either.
Damn her body for responding to him so quickly. The faster he found
a manager and got himself back to Dublin the sooner she could get
her life back on track.

* * * * *

“Kate.” His voice was low, almost a whisper.
Still she wouldn’t look at him. “Are you sure you have to go so
soon?”

She remained silent. He hoped she was
thinking about staying. Then she turned. What he thought he’d see
in her eyes wasn’t there.

“Aye, I do, Mick. We’ve nothing left to
say,” she told him in her no uncertain terms voice, her gaze
serious.

“What about finishing what we started
upstairs, then?” he chanced.

That’s when her expression changed. Her
lovely dark brows drew together and he swore he saw flames in her
eyes. And not the good kind.

“Aye, perhaps there is something left to say
after all.” She yanked her arm out of his grasp and stepped back
into the kitchen. “How dare you try to seduce me? Especially when
my nerves are so on edge as they are. Your father’s just died. I’ve
just got a huge shock with the will reading. And then you take
advantage of me?” Her voice rose with each accusation.

“I don’t know what foolishness is whirling
around in your head, Mick Spillane, but the last thing you’ll be
getting out of me is a consent to sell this farm. I’ll do
everything within my power to stop you. Your father worked too hard
to keep a roof over your head. And his father before him, and his
before him.

“I might be naïve about all that carry on
upstairs, and I might have enjoyed it,” she admitted with obvious
alarm, “but I’ll not let you take advantage of me. And I’ll not
allow you to coerce me into giving up the farm.”

All he could do was let her rail at him. She
was on a roll. There was no denying it. He dodged the finger she
poked at him. The fire in her eyes could have burned him if he
dared to meet her gaze.

When at last it seemed she’d run out of
steam, she shoved passed him and stormed into the parlor. She was
leaving without even giving him a chance to reply.

He caught up with her at the door. His hand
came to rest on hers on the door latch. Before he could open his
mouth to speak she whirled around and pushed him away.

He threw his hands up in the air to defend
himself. “Whoa, Kate. I just want to talk to you. I can’t do that
if you leave.”

She threw her arms together in front of her
and narrowed her eyes. “And what if I’m done talking to you?”

“That’s grand because it’s my turn to say
something. You’ve had your rail. Now let me get a word in
edgewise.”

Women!

After a moment’s silence, the two of them
locked in what would have looked like a staring contest to the
average person, Kate lifted an eyebrow. “Well, then?”

He leaned heavily on one leg and tossed a
hand onto his hip. He ran his other fingers through his hair. This
was more difficult than he thought it would be. “I . . .” he
started, but couldn’t get much farther than that. He knew what he
wanted to say, but couldn’t seem to get it out.

“I, what? I’m not going to stand here all
day. I’ve things to do.”

“What I want to say is . . .” She lifted her
brow at him again. He took a deep breath. “I wanted to say you’re
right. I’m sorry.”

He could tell that his apology wasn’t what
she expected to hear. “Sorry?”

“Yes, I’m sorry.”

“And what would you be sorry for? Be
specific because I have a long memory.”

“I’ve no doubt that you do.”

“Then tell me what you’re sorry for so I can
leave.”

He flicked a glance at the stairs. “I’m
sorry about what happened above. Well . . .” He grinned
uncontrollably.

“Well, what?”

“I’m sorry what happened above upset you.
I’m not sorry I kissed you though. We both enjoyed it and you know
it.”

“Whether I enjoyed it or not is irrelevant.
What is relevant is what it has to do with the farm and what you’re
willing to do to keep it.”

Mick stiffened at her accusation. “What we
did had nothing to do with the farm. It just happened. I didn’t
plan it.”

“Didn’t you?” He thought he heard a bit of
hesitance in her voice.

He sat on the arm of his father’s chair. She
acted as if what happened between them only affected her. For him,
from the moment his lips touched hers, it seemed the last ten years
had been wiped away and they were back at the stone circle again
sharing that first kiss. Only this time he wanted to show her what
his adolescence didn’t know how to show her then. When she hadn’t
protested, indeed when she seemed eager, he found kissing her and
touching her felt as natural as breathing.

How could he tell her that now? Did he want
to? The memory of what happened ten years ago found its way back
into his thoughts.

“No, Kate. I didn’t plan it,” he said
calmly. “I told you coming back here was hard for me. Everywhere I
look I see Mum and Dad. And seeing you walk around the house with
so much ease isn’t easy.

“You caught me off guard upstairs. It just
happened. I don’t know how else to explain it. It just . . .
happened.” By the look on her face she didn’t seem inclined to
believe him, but she continued looking at him, as if willing him to
continue.

“Did I enjoy it? Of course. I’d be a damn
fool to say I didn’t. You did, too. If you didn’t you would have
pulled away. As you said yourself, you say what you mean. I assume
your actions are the same. You wouldn’t do something if you didn’t
want to. Am I wrong?”

She re-crossed her arms in front of her,
averting her gaze. Everything in her body language told him he was
right.

“Is there something wrong with two
consenting adults turning to each other in their time of need to
comfort each other?”

She gazed at him again. Her voice softer
than before. “Yes, Mick. There is. I won’t have sex for the sake of
it. It means something to me. If you want to appease your guilty
conscience you’ll have to find another way. I’ll not be used in
that manner.”

“Are you telling me you’ve never had sex
just for the sake of it?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Don’t tell me you’re the last virgin in
Connemara.” That was apparently the wrong thing to say because the
look on her face stung him worse than if she’d slapped him.

She was already in her Mini and speeding
down the driveway by the time he got to the door.

Damn his mouth!
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After locking up, Mick found himself back in
Galway City. It had grown dark by the time he arrived so he went to
a pub near his hotel to forget the day’s events. It had been a long
day at that.

As he sat at the bar in An Pucán Bar, the
city’s oldest and most traditional pub, Mick tried to make some
rhyme or reason for how the day had gone. The reading of the will
should have gone smoothly. Legally speaking, it probably had. But
both Kate and he had gotten one hell of a shock when Tighe read the
addendum.

What had his father been thinking?

In all fairness, it could have turned out
worse. At least she was willing to help him find a way to keep the
farm so he didn’t have to be there to see to the everyday running
of it.

He was grateful to Liam for the suggestion
to hire a manager. It was so easy and seemed to be the answer to
everything. Why hadn’t he thought of it himself?

If it was such an easy solution, why was he
in such a state now? He should be happy everything was going in a
positive direction. All he needed to do was to find someone who
wanted to live and work on the farm. That couldn’t be too
difficult. Could it?

If it wasn’t the farm that had him sitting
alone in a pub, soaking his injured pride in a glass of Ireland’s
finest whiskey, then what was it?

Injured pride? Was it really? It probably
was. Did he really think Kate would have sex with him just for the
sake of release? She wasn’t that kind of person and he knew it. Or
did he? It had been ten years since they had the kind of
relationship where he would have known for sure.

Her announcement that sex meant something to
her shouldn’t have shocked him. She was raised in a traditional
Irish family. Sex before marriage was a sin. For all he knew, she
had probably rushed right to church to confess what happened
today.

He probably should be confessing right
alongside her. In a manner of speaking he was. He was telling his
tale of woe to a glass of John Jameson at this very moment.

He held the glass before him and watched the
backbar lights reflect through the amber liquid. Yes, he much
preferred this type of confession, he thought, tossing back the
measure. The fire had long gone out of the whiskey, as it does
after tossing back three or four of them, but each drink pulled him
closer to the fog he sought.

After the first few drinks the bartender had
been kind enough just to leave the bottle.

The numbness settling over his body failed
to reach his mind. That’s what he’d hoped to numb. Instead, the
whiskey brought some clarity to his thoughts.

He was wrong to have asked Kate to stay for
a repeat of what they’d shared in his room. He knew it as much now
as he had then. Her parting words and glare had been a painful
reminder.

His mind drifted back to her in his arms.
How rapidly she heated under his touch, the quickening in her
breath—kissing her erased years of bad memories from his mind. It
was as if she was meant to be there all along.

If he weren’t so stubborn, the last ten
years would have been very different. Where would his life have led
had their relationship been allowed to continue as it was? They had
been close. He would have to be a fool not to see it. If only . .
.

From his vantage point at the bar, Mick
could see most of the pub. He glanced around and tried to pull his
thoughts away from Kate.

An Pucán’s patrons were those from the
gaeltacht, one of the few remaining Irish speaking areas in
Ireland, where the native language hadn’t been allowed to die out
over the centuries. He had to pay careful attention to the
conversations around him in order to understand them. Living in
Dublin took its toll on his memory for the language he’d grown up
with. There was all manner of discussion going on. And everyone was
oblivious to his troubles.

Many here were from all walks of Irish
country life. Others were tourists who’d come in to listen to the
live traditional music. What they got here was the real thing, not
the tarted-up stuff they played in the city center for tourists.
There was no “Irish Eyes” or “Danny Boys” here. This was the music
made for the Irish.

As he poured himself another measure,
someone pushed past and sat down beside him on a recently vacated
stool. He hoped it was someone of the female persuasion who would
help him forget those fleeting moments with Kate. When he looked up
though, the face he saw was definitely not feminine.

The man sitting beside him was dark as the
devil. His hair was wild about his head and well-tanned face and
showed some graying around the temples. His clothing was as unkempt
as the rest of him.

The man hailed the bartender, but either the
bartender ignored him or didn’t see him for all the people around
the bar. He grumbled when the bartender passed him a second time.
Was it really so busy in the pub, Mick thought, looking around? It
didn’t appear to be.

After a third call, which was also ignored,
Mick thought he saw the bartender sneer at the man. Mick wasn’t
sure but he thought he heard the man growl under his breath. Was a
fight about to break out? Bollocks! He didn’t need to be the
innocent bystander who was sent to hospital as the result of an
errant punch.

To keep the peace, he reached over the bar
and pulled a glass from the stack he’d seen the bartender stow away
earlier and poured a measure from his bottle into it. He then
shoved it toward the man beside him.

The man turned, obviously surprised, and it
was then that Mick saw his eyes. They were as dark as the rest of
him; the irises black as night. The only brightness about him was
the white of his eyes that glared through bushy dark brows that
vee’d in a scowl.

He shook off the odd feeling the man gave
him, accounting it to the number of measures he’d consumed and not
the man himself, and lifted his glass in salute. The man hesitated,
but not for long. After clinking their glasses they both tossed
back their whiskey in one gulp.

He chuckled at the face the man made. He
remembered the initial fire that seared his own throat with the
first shot. “It gets easier after a few.”

“Aye, and don’t I know it,” came the man’s
deep voice, raspy through the fumes fogging his throat. He reached
out a beefy hand and shook Mick’s. “Flann Flannery.”

A breath caught in Mick’s chest at the
familiar sounding name. He well-knew there were hundreds of
Flannerys in Ireland, but he would forever be transported back to a
time better left forgotten.

“Michael Spillane,” he finally replied.

Mick poured them another drink, emptying the
bottle. They clinked their glasses again and tossed the measures
back. Flann sucked in his breath. “Aye, and doesn’t the second go
down a might smoother, so it does.”

Mick chuckled. Then realizing that the
bottle was empty he called to the bartender. To Mick’s surprise,
the bartender cast him a look he could only understand as refusal
before he went back to polishing his glasses at the other end of
the bar.

“What the—” Mick started. “Oy, mate,” he
called to the bartender.

He got the man’s attention again by waving
the bottle to indicate it was empty and he wanted another. After a
moment when the bartender seemed to be considering what do to, he
finally approached them. The bartender stopped in front of them,
but didn’t say anything as he looked from Mick to Flann then back
to Mick again with challenge in his eyes.

“We seem to be out of whiskey. Would you
bring us another bottle?” Mick suggested as he pulled some money
out of his wallet.

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough . . .
sir?” The bartender hesitated before adding the last.

“Shouldn’t I be the one to determine that?”
asked Mick.

The bartender considered. He looked back to
Flann briefly, then to Mick. “One more, then it’s done you are.” He
took a bottle from the backbar, poured a measure into his glass,
then set it back on the bar, none too lightly either, as a bit
sloshed over the side of the glass.

“And one for my friend here,” he
pressed.

“I’ll not be serving the likes of him.” Mick
looked to Flann whose already dark features had grown darker. The
crease between his brows deepened. His scowl was imposing.

He didn’t know what the bartender had
against Flann, but he didn’t like the man’s attitude. So he pushed
his drink to Flann and said, “Well then I’ll serve him. And now I
seem to be in need of that last drink you promised me.”

Mick met the bartender’s challenging glare
with one of his own, unspoken messages flying between them, before
the bartender relented and poured him another drink. “When you’re
done with this one, it will be out with you.”

The man turned on his heel and returned to
the other end of the bar where he nodded to a man at the door with
an even more imposing glare than Flann’s. The bouncer.

Fortunately they were left in peace, but
Mick knew he’d have to leave once he was done with his drink. In
truth, the day had been way too long to end it getting knocked
around by a bald-headed muscle-bound bully.

He stared into his glass, his thoughts
bouncing between Kate and his father.

“Women!” Flann exclaimed.

Mick’s head shot up. “How did you know?”

“Sure, and aren’t they the reason pubs were
invented?” Flann chuckled. Mick chuckled along with him. “It’s
either a woman or you’ve come from a funeral.”

Mick huffed. “You should market that talent
of yours.”

Flann chuckled again.

After a moment, he continued, “My father
passed away the other day. His will was read today.”

Flann sighed. “And you were cut out of
it.”

Mick grunted. “Might as well have been.” He
proceeded to tell him the contents of the will.

“And what does your lady friend have to say
about all this? Is she trying to get the farm? Is this where your
woman trouble comes in?”

Mick shook his head. “No, Kate has actually
been very supportive of me finding a way to keep the place.”

“Well that’s all right, so.” Flann nodded.
“So what’s the problem with her then?”

“She’s upset because I kissed her. No. She
was upset because she liked it.” Mick grinned, unable to deny how
much he enjoyed it, too. Had her father not shown up when he did,
they would’ve done the deed this afternoon.

It was probably for the best Liam had
arrived when he had. In reality, while he hoped they both would
have found pleasure, Kate wasn’t the kind of woman to have casual
sex. Hadn’t she said as much before she stormed out of the house?
And she hadn’t denied being a virgin. Had they slept together, he
didn’t know if he could live with the responsibility of having
taken that from her and then return to Dublin.

Flann grunted. “They all like it, but didn’t
the church convince them it was a sin? The bastards,” he
muttered.

“Aye, the bastards,” Mick agreed, but only
halfheartedly. He couldn’t really fault the church. It was Kate’s
upbringing and her own set of morals.

“So where does that leave you now?” Flann
continued.

“Who knows? I haven’t really talked to her
in ten years until today. I don’t know what possessed me to kiss
her.” Mick shook his head once more, then ran his fingers through
his hair. His gaze moved from his glass to the backbar, but he
wasn’t seeing it at all. His thoughts drifted back to Kate and the
angry look she left him with this afternoon. He’d have to find her
to apologize.

“You were possessed by the same thing we’re
all possessed with when our lad gets near a beautiful woman.” Flann
elbowed him annoyingly in the side.

Mick chuffed weakly at the comment.

When Flann’s chuckles subsided he continued.
“What I meant was, where does that leave you with the farm? Are you
selling, and give your wan a run to get it from you? Or will you
just hand it over to her and walk away?”

He turned to Flann and studied him. He
hadn’t really looked at the man after he sat down. He didn’t know
what compelled him to offer him a drink in the first place. He
wasn’t normally so generous with his whiskey, not that he drank
much. He justified the libation tonight because this had been one
day in hell he didn’t want to live through again anytime soon. And
he poured the man a drink in order to quiet him down. The last
thing he wanted while he was working on getting numb was some
rabble-rouser getting into a fight with the bartender.

Flann was a sizable man. Not as tall as he
was wide. He remembered the man’s beefy hands from their earlier
handshake. There was strength and power in those hands. A workman’s
hands. And by the deep creases in the man’s dark features, the man
had worked outdoors most of his life. But there was something
familiar about him he couldn’t put his finger on.

“We’ve decided to compromise.”

“Compromise with a woman? Lad, you’ve been
bitten, you have.” Flann chuckled again.

“The only compromise we’ve made is over the
farm. We’re hiring a manager.”

“A manager you say?” This seemed to pique
the man’s interest, as Flann’s right eyebrow lifted noticeably.

“Aye. He’ll live on the farm and work the
sheep so I can go back to Dublin.”

“And what about yer wan?”

He shrugged. “She’ll go back to her own
place I suspect. I don’t know. I don’t really care. I just want
this whole ordeal over with so I can get on with my life.”

There was a silence between them. Mick spun
his glass in his hands as he stared into the amber liquid. The
numbness the previous measures had provided was starting to wear
thin. He hadn’t been ready to leave the pub yet. With this being
his last drink he was savoring the aroma before tossing it
back.

Flann shifted in his seat and turned to face
Mick. He looked up into the man’s black eyes. “Well, isn’t it lucky
you are tonight, boyo.”

He squinted as he tried to figure out what
Flann meant by his comment.

“I’m just up from Limerick this very day and
looking for a position just as you describe.” Flann’s look was
serious. If it hadn’t been, Mick would have thought the man was
joking. “Isn’t that ironic?”

“Indeed.”
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When Kate pulled into Fairhill Farm to take
Molly out to the flock she was surprised to see Mick’s Honda parked
in front of the house. More surprising was the small battered red
van parked beside it.

She pulled in beside Mick’s car and slid out
from behind the wheel. The front door of the house stood open. She
was heading in that direction when Molly barked across the
yard.

Molly practically bowled her over as she
skidded to a stop at Kate’s feet. The dog could barely contain her
excitement. Kate knelt in front of the dog to give her a good
scratch behind the ears. “Hey, Molly. How’s my girl?” she crooned.
Molly instantly flopped over on her back for a belly rub and
wriggled uncontrollably.

Kate heard voices and looked up to see Mick
walking across the yard. Beside him was a man with dark features
wearing familiar farmer’s garb—a pair of dark trousers tucked into
a pair of green wellies, a jumper pulled on over a collared shirt,
a battered sports coat, and an equally battered tweed cap. The
entire outfit had definitely seen better days. She nearly laughed
at the way the man’s hair shot out from under his cap every which
way. What stopped her was the glare he gave her.

His eyes looked the color of coal against
his well-weathered skin that looked like old leather. As he drew
nearer, she got a closer look at his hair, which was every bit as
greasy as it looked.

Where had Mick dug up this codger?

Molly got to her feet and trotted over to
lie under a window box near the front door.

“Kate,” said Mick as his way of greeting
her.

“Mick,” she replied. She’d hoped to get over
here to feed and work Molly before he decided to show up. She
wasn’t expecting to see him, and she certainly wasn’t expecting to
see anyone else.

“Aye, Mickie, now I see what you meant.”

Mickie? Kate arched an eyebrow and
waited for an explanation not only for the comment, but also for
the little endearment.

“Kate, this is Flann Flannery,” Mick
said.

Flann extended a large hand in Kate’s
direction. The look in his eyes unnerved her and she was leery of
putting her hand into his. She did, though, and quickly, just to
get the introductions over with. When she tried to pull away he
tightened his grip longer than necessary, and much longer than she
would have preferred.

She jerked her hand from his. She hoped it
wasn’t obvious when she rubbed her palm against her jeans.

“Mick, can I have a word with you
please?”

“Sure.”

“Alone.” She passed a glance toward Flann
then back to Mick.

Mick turned to Flann. “I think we’re sorted
here. Flann?”

“Aye, boy. I think we are. I’ll just get my
gear.” Flann walked briskly over to the van and hauled open the
back door. It groaned loudly, making her cringe from the sound.

Looking back at Mick, she folded her arms in
front of her and waited for his explanation.

“What?” He pulled a cigarette from its pack
and stuck it between his lips. Meeting her glare, he stopped, as if
remembering what she’d done to the last cigarette he’d smoked in
her presence. Wisely he put it back in its pack and pocketed
it.

“What, as in what the devil is going on
here? Who is that . . . man?” She jerked her head sharply toward
Flann.

“He’s my new manager,” Mick said
matter-of-factly.

“Your what?”

“My new manager. He’s going to live on the
farm and take care of things for me while I’m in Dublin. Your da
had a great idea. I’m surprised I didn’t think of it myself.”

Kate held her tongue when Flann walked past
them carrying his belongings toward a small barn that had been
converted for a worker’s apartment. When Mick left for university
they’d had to hire someone to help out around the place. John had
been a devoted employee, but when Donal fell ill he stopped most of
the business and had no need for the help. John had understood.

Mick’s voice shook Kate out of her thoughts.
“Wh-what?” she asked, looking toward him.

“I said, your da had a great idea to hire a
manager.”

“Is that Da’s man?”

Mick shook his head.

“I thought you were going to talk to Da’s
friend. Where did this one come from? He’s certainly a dodgy enough
looking character.”

“I met him last night. He was looking for a
manager’s job. We talked and I’m satisfied he can do the job. And
yes, I thought the same thing as you. That’s another reason why
he’s perfect for the job. He’ll keep the riff raff away. I don’t
want to have to worry about anything while I’m in Dublin.

“I don’t want to worry about you either,” he
confessed. “I would worry if you were on the farm alone. If
anything were to happen to you, Flann would be here.”

“I think Da should come over and meet him at
least. I don’t like the looks of this Flann at all, at all, and I
dare say he will want him checked out.” There was something about
him that unnerved her, which was nothing like the unnerving Mick
gave her.

When Flann walked past them once more to his
van, he gave Kate a big wink. Her stomach turned.

“He’s hired, Kate. I’m not going to let him
go because you don’t like the way he looks.” Mick crossed his arms
in front of him, challenging her.

Well, her glare could be just as fierce as
his. “But Mick, you know nothing about him. Where did you meet
him?”

Mick didn’t answer right away and that set
her nerves on a more jagged edge. “An Pucán.”

“At the pub?” She was dumbfounded. “You met
him at the pub? Oh, Mick!” What else could she say? Her heavy sigh
showed her exasperation. “Mick, we need to talk.”

Flann passed them one more time, tipping his
tweed cap at her as he went. Her stomach lurched again.

“Aye, we do,” he agreed.

“Not here though. Can’t we go inside?”

Mick nodded and followed her into the
house.

* * * * *

As soon as the door closed behind them, Kate
lit into him about his irresponsibility at hiring a man he knew
nothing about. As she paced in front of him he couldn’t take his
eyes off her. Her curly black hair was down today and bounced about
her shoulders as her arms waved about in her rant. Her delicate
brows were drawn together angrily and her beautiful full lips cut
him to the quick.

He could only stare at her. She was gorgeous
on a normal day. Today was something else altogether. Oh, how the
color rose to her cheeks when she was riled! She had the appearance
of just having come off the hills where the wind whipped her hair
into a frenzy and burnished her skin. He remembered days like that.
When they were younger.

They’d spent many days and long afternoons
up at that stone circle. The wind wasn’t always kind to them up
there, nor the rain. But they’d stayed just the same because they
were together and it was their place. The only difference between
then and now was the anger etched in her face. It didn’t mar her
beauty, though. It only intensified it, causing his groin to
ache.

“And another thing,” she went on. “What are
you smiling about? Can’t you see how angry I am with you?” She
finally stopped pacing to look at him. She was trying her damnedest
to give him ‘the eye.’ It wasn’t working—unless she wanted him to
take her in his arms and kiss her senseless. It was damn
tempting.

“I’m smiling at how beautiful you are when
you’re upset.”

“Ah, Mick. Can you not be serious for one
minute? Have you not been listening to anything I’ve said?”

“I think your very own da heard you over on
the farm.”

She gasped. He took the chance to take her
by the arm and lead her to the kitchen where he’d make them a cup
of tea.

The kettle took its time to boil, so he
turned to face Kate. “Look, Kate. Flann is already hired. I’m not
going to let him go because your father hasn’t met him. I talked to
him last night and he seems to know what’s what. He’ll stay until
he gives me a reason to get rid of him.”

Kate slumped against the kitchen table. She
wasn’t happy. If her words didn’t tell it all her glare certainly
did.

“Now,” he continued. “Sweet tea as usual?”
He was rewarded with her nod and he set about to putting a drop of
milk and a heaping spoonful of sugar in the steaming cup.

By the time he handed her the tea, some of
the bluster had gone out of her. She was staring at him. “What?” he
asked.

“Doesn’t he unnerve you?” She’d lowered her
voice finally. He was thankful for that.

He considered for a moment. “A little,
perhaps. But you can’t judge a book by its cover, nor a man by his
hat.”

“I wasn’t referring to his hat, Mick. Your
man looks like an explosion in a hair factory.”

For a moment they stared at each other. Mick
wasn’t sure if he should laugh or not, but the more he thought
about her description of Flann, the less he could contain his
mirth. He roared with laughter at the same time Kate let go with
her own uncontrolled giggles.

When her tea sloshed onto the floor, she set
the cup on the table beside her. She wrapped her arms around her
stomach and doubled over as the tears streamed down her face.

Mick wasn’t doing much better. He couldn’t
remember ever laughing so hard in all his life. Before they both
knew it, they were holding each other up.

Awareness abruptly hit and their eyes met.
The laughter eased, but they stood in each other’s arms grinning
like fools.

Mick reached up and brushed the backs of his
fingers across her cheek to smooth away her tears of laughter. Her
smile faltered then and her eyes seemed to darken. Should he kiss
her? Did he dare? More importantly, would she let him?

Slowly, as not to spook her, he eased his
fingers from her cheek. He turned his hand to cup the side of her
face. He slid his fingers along the curve of her jaw to the back of
her neck and gently, slowly, cautiously drew her to him. Her eyes
never left his until the moment their lips met.

The explosion behind his eyelids staggered
him. He’d meant to kiss her once to test the waters, but as soon as
their mouths touched, it was as if the sudden flash of fire fused
them together.

He teased her mouth open and stroked his
tongue against hers. She never protested, but encouraged him by
wrapping her arms around his neck. Her fingers ran through his hair
and she sighed as he slanted his mouth over hers, first to the
right, then the left, then back again.

When she pressed her breasts against him she
also pressed against his groin. He groaned into her mouth.

His hand found its way under her Aran
jumper. The idea of the rough fabric against her delicate flesh
excited him. Most people would have worn a shirt under the itchy
wool, but not Kate.

She sighed when his hand slid higher along
her ribcage and brushed the underside of her breast. He fingered
the lacy bra she wore and ached to remove it. He curled his fingers
gently around her. His thumb made contact with her erect nipple and
stroked her until she panted into his mouth.

He trailed kisses across her cheek to a spot
on her neck just behind her ear, then traced the curve of her ear
with his tongue, gently pulling at her earlobe with his lips. She
moaned, flexing to give him better access.

His free hand splayed the width of her lower
back and he moved it up until he found the back strap of her bra.
Following the contour of it around to the front, he caressed her
other breast.

With both hands under her jumper now, he
nearly had the thing off.

“Mick.” Her voice came out on a gasp.

“Aye, love,” he said between kisses. He
toyed with the hooks, wanting her breasts free of their
confinement. He wanted to touch all of her.

She pulled away and met his gaze. Her eyes
had darkened from a deep emerald to something he could only liken
to green-black velvet. Her lids were heavy and her lashes tinged
with moisture clinging from her recently shed tears of
laughter.

God, she’s beautiful. He lowered his
lips to hers, but she put her hand on his chest and held him at a
distance.

* * * * *

Kate opened her mouth to speak, but nothing
came out. She had a hard time keeping her thoughts clear. She
shouldn't allow Mick such liberties.  But this might be the
last time she’d see him.

She’d longed to know what it would be like
to kiss him. Not an innocent peck on the cheek and certainly not
the innocent kisses they’d shared at the stone circle. She’d
dreamed about a kiss . . . like this. One that stole her breath and
robbed her of all thought. One that made her forget every value
she’d lived by.

When she didn’t speak, he kissed her again.
He grasped her hips and pulled her against his groin. His gaze
penetrated, darkening with passion.

“See what you’re doing to me?”

She grasped his shoulders, but instead of
pushing him away she pulled him closer. This was wrong. But just
this once she longed for a taste of what she would never have.

When he nipped her breast through the lace
cup of her bra, she sucked in her breath and flung back her head.
Her body arched against him. He stroked her with his hardness.
Something inside her pulsed with need. Weak and vulnerable, she
ached for more.

He buried his fingers in her hair and held
her to him, his breath hot against her cheek. With every slant of
his lips on hers, he stole her breath. His tongue in her mouth
stroked hers, and her body hummed with desire. Her chest tightened,
and pressure built between her thighs.

If this was desire and uncontrolled passion,
then she wanted more.

But wait. Mick was leaving. He’d hired a man
to manage the farm so he could return to Dublin.  The thick
fog of arousal cleared from her head, and her eyes flashed
open.

Soon he’d be gone. And she refused to give
him what he wanted from her, no matter how much she wanted him.

“What’s wrong, love?”

She didn’t say anything, but she studied his
face. She wanted to memorize this moment—his face impassioned,
expectant, and—dare she imagine—full of love?

When she had this image burned into her
memory, she said, “I can’t do this.”

He just looked at her for a long moment
without speaking, then took a deep breath and pulled her into his
embrace. God, how she wanted him. She’d never experienced such
depth of feelings from any other man’s kiss.  Her body
shivered with need, and her mind retreated to its earlier fog of
desire.

He pulled away and looked at her.  Was
he searching for an answer of his own?

“Kate?” He dropped his hands to the
tabletop, one on either side of her and let his heated gaze roam
over her face and body. He looked everywhere but in her eyes.

“I won’t deny I like your touch,” she
admitted. “More than like it. But I can’t do this. It’s not right.
You don’t love me.” She nearly choked on her last sentence.

It seemed to catch him off guard, and he
finally met her gaze. Could he love the woman she was today or only
the memory of the girl she used to be? There was no denying their
physical attraction, but she needed the emotional one, too.

A day hadn’t passed in the last ten years
that she hadn’t thought of him at least a dozen times. Now they
were just strangers who shared a common past.

Mick took a deep breath and hung his head.
She wished she knew what he was thinking. The silence of the
kitchen was only intensified by the ticking of the small clock
above the cooker.

When he lifted his gaze to hers, the
seriousness of her words reflected in his eyes. She wanted love and
he wasn’t prepared to give it to her.

“You don’t need love to feel pleasure.”

“I do.”

She wouldn't do a casual fling, and Mick
resisted emotional intimacy. They’d reached an impasse.

“All right, Kate.”

“All right?” She frowned. “What does that
mean?”

“It means the only love I can give you is
the kind I can make. I’ll make love with you and to you, but that’s
all I can offer.”

“It’s not enough.” Regret filled her voice,
and her heart sank.

“I know.”

They looked into each other’s eyes, silence
settling between them. “I think you should get off me now.”

“Aye, probably.”

“What are you grinning at? Get off me.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t?” Annoyance replaced
passion. She pushed at his shoulders, but he didn’t budge.

“Can’t. You’ll have to let go of me
first.”

She followed his gaze as it lowered between
them. She’d wrapped her legs around him, squeezing him against her.
She gasped. When had she done such a thing?

“Oh, God.” She crossed herself for the
blasphemy, letting her legs fall to the floor, then gave Mick a
strong push. He stepped back and threw himself into a chair. She
pulled herself off the table, her cheeks on fire with
embarrassment.

She glared at him. “What are you laughing
at? I’m sure you think this is funny.”

“It’s not funny at all, Kate. You’ve got me
so hard I can barely stand. You’re beautiful and I want you. It
would be a lie to tell you otherwise,” he confessed. “It’s not
funny in the least.”
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She was still mortified with what she’d
allowed Mick to do to her yesterday—again, no less. Hadn’t she
lambasted him for assuming she’d sleep with him because he wanted
her to, but then to encourage him because of her own selfish
desires, values be damned? It made no difference that she’d thought
about him every day, wondering what it would be like to kiss him so
passionately and to feel his body against hers. The fact remained
she wouldn’t sleep with just anyone, no matter how he made her body
feel. The man she gave herself to had to be ‘the one.’

There had been a day when she thought she
and Mick would make love together—years ago before she’d set such
high expectations of herself. In her mind, the timing had been
perfect. Since the accidental kiss on his birthday, they’d shared a
few kisses. They were very innocent, almost chaste. And nothing
like those they’d shared yesterday. They were too young and
inexperienced then to know about passion and sensuality. At the
time, the moment seemed perfect. But something had changed between
them before they got to the stone circle that day. She’d sensed it
for a few days and could see it clearly in his eyes as they walked
toward Fairhill Farm from where the bus had dropped them off.

Fairhill Farm was the first farm on the
road. Her family’s was next. There were only the two farms on this
road so they were always the only two walking on it. It afforded
them the privacy they so loved when together.

She tried to brush off the feeling something
wasn’t right. He’d been reserved all day and had refused to hold
her hand once they got off the bus. But by the time they got to the
old stone circle Mick seemed to have loosened up.

As they lay together watching the clouds
passing over he finally turned to her, looked into her eyes for a
long time, then slowly leaned in to kiss her. She let him kiss her.
Had wanted him to kiss her. She loved him. But it was over too
fast.

She opened her eyes and saw his eyes had
darkened. This was it. This would be the day that their
relationship changed. Mick loved her. She knew that now. They’d get
married, have a family, and live happily ever after. She was never
as sure of anything in her whole life. She could barely contain her
anticipation.

He cupped her breast tentatively. The
feeling of his trembling hand sent fire shooting through her veins.
His fingers moved to the buttons on her school uniform blouse and
popped the first one, then the next. His hand slipped under the
fabric to touch her again. He was so gentle with her, but
electricity shot through her like lightning, and she had squeezed
her eyes shut at the sensation. A tiny whimper escaped her
lips.

He suddenly pulled his hand free. When he
didn’t touch her again she opened her eyes. The look he gave her
was one she’d never seen. Back then she couldn’t explain it. Today
she would describe it as a mixture of desire and resentment.

“It’s okay, Mick. You can touch me,” she’d
whispered softly, trying to control the waver in her voice. She
didn’t want him to know she was scared, yet thrilled, at this
moment in their lives.

It must have been the wrong thing to say
because he fixed her with another look that she’d never seen:
Hatred. He got to his feet then and left her alone and
bewildered.

Not long afterwards he stopped talking to
her altogether.

Just because she’d thought about him every
day since then didn’t mean she knew the man he was today. Going by
how he acted during his parents’ illnesses, she wasn’t sure she
wanted to know the man he’d become.

Over the last five years she’d run the gamut
of emotions with Mick over his parents. More often than not she was
angry with him because he refused to listen to her pleas to come
home. Or was frustrated because he wouldn’t return her calls. And
she hurt because she’d remembered the kind of relationship they’d
had growing up and now that relationship seemed as far away as the
moon.

Now anger surged through her in a different
direction. Flann had followed her out to the pasture. After the
incident in the kitchen she just wanted to be alone with Molly.
Molly gave her unconditional love, and working the sheep gave Kate
something to do to take her mind off her churning emotions.

As she followed the dog through the back
gates with a small flock of sheep, Flann came up behind her.

“It’s about time we got that dog
trained.”

“Molly is already trained, Mr. Flannery.
It’s you who’s in need of training.”

She continued walking. He intimidated her.
As long as she didn’t have to stop, she wouldn’t have to look into
his eyes. She didn’t like the way he made her feel. He brought out
the worst in her. She certainly would never have insulted anyone
else as she just had him.

The man chuckled at her insult. “I’ll follow
you out just the same.”

“Suit yourself. Just stay out of my way.”
She would have rather Mick been here to act as a go-between, but it
was better to get this over with as soon as possible. Molly needed
to learn to work with this man, no matter how much she wished
otherwise.

To his credit, he stood back and watched her
work the dog. She was sure she felt his eyes more on her than on
Molly, but she kept her gaze averted and stayed to her task.

“Ye’ve a way about ye, Katie, ye do.”

Slowly, she turned to look up at him. The
words he spoke could have meant anything, but not the way he looked
her up and down. His eyes lingered over her breasts before coming
back to hers. Then he winked, as if he knew something. She could
only gape at him and wonder what he’d seen, or rather how much had
he seen.

She shivered at the thought he’d been spying
on them. He was such a disgusting man.

“I’ll thank you to keep your comments to
yourself, Mr. Flannery.”

“Flann. Please. No need to remain so formal
when we’re so familiar with each other now.”

She’d tried to ignore his comment and got on
with Molly’s work. She familiarized him with her technique and got
Molly used to working with a new trainer.

On the walk back to the house, Kate kept
Molly between them. The further from him the better as far as she
was concerned.

“If I get the job at the hospital I won’t be
coming here as often to work Molly.”

“Don’t you worry, Katie. I’ll keep the dog
busy enough.”

“Just keep her to her normal routine. She
doesn’t need any more than that.”

“Mickie hired me to manage this farm and
that’s what I mean to do. We’ve a few sheep here and I mean to make
the most of them.” The tone of his voice challenged her to contest
him.

What was it about Flann? He really never did
anything or said anything to make her think he was irresponsible or
even that he was a bad person. He’d handled Molly well enough, the
job got done, and he’d kept his comments to himself about her once
they were about their task. But something in her gut warned her to
be cautious.

She met Mick back in the farmhouse
kitchen.

“Everything all right with you and
Flann?”

“Grand.” She went to straighten up the
parlor. Mick followed her.

“I’m leaving in the morning.”

“Grand.” She couldn’t look at him. Saying
goodbye the first time was hard enough.

“Is that all you have to say?”

“What do you want me to say?” She pushed
past him and went to straighten the cushions on the sofa. When she
was done, she turned to Donal’s chair to straighten the blanket
hanging on the back. Mick grasped her by the wrist, which forced
her to look up at him.

“Please, Kate.”

“Please, what? Tell me what you want to hear
and I’ll say it.”

“I don’t know.”

He released her wrist and ran his fingers
through his hair in frustration. Hair she’d run her fingers through
only a few hours ago. The feeling of the soft curls still burned
into her memory.

“I just don’t want to leave like this.”

She balled her hands at her side and stared
at him. “Like what?”

He waved his arms in her direction. “Like
this. I’m trying to make this right and you’re fighting me.”

“I’m not fighting you. I’m not doing
anything with you. Now let me pass. I’m going home.” She pushed
past him again, grabbed her coat off the peg, and went through the
door, Mick on her heels. He reached for the door handle first. When
he paused she looked up at him. She wasn’t sure if he was
challenging her or vice versa, but their gazes held. Finally he
opened the door for her.

“Goodbye, Mick.” She eased in behind the
wheel and slammed the door in his face. She turned the key and the
old Mini roared to life. She reversed into the yard, then sped off
down the driveway toward home, her heart breaking all over again.
The physical feelings he awakened in her just compounded her
ache.

As her Mini bounced along the connecting
road joining Fairhill Farm with Conneely Farm, her thoughts drifted
back to the kitchen and Mick. She couldn’t believe how long she’d
spent with Flann out on the pasture. But even the warning bells he
set off inside her didn’t quell how Mick had made her feel. No
matter how she tried to refute the facts, Mick had a way with his
hands, and his mouth.

She’d almost given in to him. She hated to
admit it, but she had a really difficult time pushing him away. She
might have submitted to him when she was fifteen, but not today.
Not ever. Mick was leaving the farm. He’d made that clear. If his
words didn’t convince her, hiring Flann had.

As much as she’d dreamed about it, there was
no future with her and Mick. And if she was smart she’d just take
Molly home and try to forget her childhood with Mick, the time she
spent at the farm caring for his parents, and the last couple days
when she allowed him to satisfy at least one of her
fantasies—knowing what it felt like to be kissed by him. To be
kissed like that by him. And to imagine, for just a split
second, what it might feel like to make love to him.

She groaned as her little car hit another
bump in the road. Her already sensitive skin jolted against the
abrasion of the rough wool of her jumper, reminding her of how
Mick’s hands had replaced the scratchy feeling of the wool with the
softness of his fingers. His hands, once callused from working on
the farm, now bore the smooth skin of a man who pushed pencils for
a living. She felt the strength in his grasp, though, and the
gentleness. He may have lost the calluses, but he was still a
strong and virile man.

Her body hummed all the way home. No matter
how hard she’d tried since leaving Mick’s kitchen she couldn’t rid
herself of the feeling of his hands and his mouth on her body. Not
after spending time on the pasture with Molly. Not after working
with Flann ‘The Repulsive.’ And not afterwards when Mick confronted
her in the farmhouse.

Now, she barreled down the driveway of
Conneely Farm and pulled into her regular parking space behind the
house, threw the car into neutral, and pulled the hand brake before
shutting off the motor. Tears welled up beneath her eyelids. She
tried to force herself to stop thinking about the last few days. It
was just too overwhelming. And with the sensations remaining long
after Mick’s hands had left her body, she couldn’t help but wonder
if maybe she should have given in to him. Would she then be able to
stop thinking of him every day of her life? Probably not.

As much as she hated to admit it, she was
still living in an adolescent’s dream. She was twenty-five now.
Mick had a new life, a life 150 miles away. If the last five years
of turmoil hadn’t convinced him to come home, nothing would.

What was she waiting for anyway? He wasn’t
interested in her. All he wanted was to get her into bed. No
strings, no emotions, no promises. Just sex.

She wanted more. She wanted a life together,
desire, and commitment. She wanted love, damn it! She deserved it
all. She’d nursed a hopeless schoolgirl’s dream for too long. Mick
would never give her any of the things she craved. Yet she would
always compare him to the man she finally married.

She would have to let her love for Mick die
alongside his parents. She just needed to find a way to bring Molly
home and get him to hire a part time housekeeper who would see to
the house for the visits he’d never make.

The tears burst forth then in uncontrollable
sobs, mourning the death of her dreams. She folded her arms across
the steering wheel and buried her face in the thick wool of her
jumper. The force of her body rocked the little car. She couldn’t
remember having ever cried so desperately. Not even when the boy
she loved suddenly stopped loving her and left her without so much
as a look back.

She didn’t know how long she cried or how it
happened, but she found herself being hauled out of her Mini and
into her father’s warm arms. She hugged him and continued to bawl.
She felt like a baby, but right now she didn’t care. She hurt so
desperately and she needed to cry. Her father’s comforting embrace
helped her feel a little better, just as it had when she was a
child.

Try as she might she couldn’t stop her
tears. Her body shook until she was exhausted. When he stooped to
pick her up and carry her into the house, she let him. She just
wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in the crook of his
neck and shoulder. The familiar scent of him calmed her.

Her mother gasped and her footsteps sounded
behind them as her da carried her up the narrow stairs to her room.
He laid her gently on her bed, then sat beside her as he smoothed
her hair from her face.

When he spoke it was in the voice he’d used
many years ago when she was a child. Concern sounded in the timber
of it. “What’s this all about, pet?” He stroked her cheek.

How could she tell him? He didn’t need to
know his daughter dreamed of passion and love. And he certainly
didn’t need to know his daughter had let Mick do such things to
her. She couldn’t tell anyone, the humiliation of it too great.
That realization brought the sobs again.

“Ah, shove over, Liam,” said her mother. Her
father left her side and her mother sat down beside her. “Leave us
be, now. ‘Tis women’s talk we’ll be after.” Her bedroom door closed
just as her brother came down the hall.

“What’s wrong with our Kate, Da?”

“I don’t know, Son, but your mother will
sort it out.” And they were gone.

“Here now, child. Tell me what’s after
upsettin’ you so,” her mother said in her soft Connemara
brogue.

Kate rolled over to look up, her vision
blurry from the onslaught of tears. “Ah, Mam.” That was all she
could get out before she sat up and insinuated herself into her
mother’s embrace. Her mother patted her on the back and shushed her
until the sobs subsided. She rocked her back and forth until Kate
was empty at last. Empty of tears and empty in her heart.

“Are you ready to talk to me now, dote?”

Hesitant to pull away from the warmth, Kate
sat back and dragged a woolly sleeve across her face to wipe away
the tears. Her mother smoothed the hairs from her face where tears
had glued them to her cheeks. The coolness of her hands soothed
Kate.

“I’m such a fool, Mam.” What else could she
say? It was the truth after all.

“Would you be carin’ to expand on that
thought? If there’s anything I’d be knowin’ about me own daughter
is she’s no one’s fool. So tell me what’s upset you. I can’t
remember a time since you were a wee thing you carried on so.” She
took one of Kate’s hands in hers, looked into her eyes, and waited
patiently. Kate loved her mother, and her patience. Lord knew Kate
had tried it more than once.

“Where would you like me to begin?”

Her mother laughed lightly.

As much as Kate loved her mother she wasn’t
ready to tell her about the compromising position Mick had gotten
her into. Not just once, but twice, God help her. So she gave her
mother an answer she was sure to understand.

“I guess these last few weeks have caught up
with me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I know Mr. Spillane couldn’t compare to Da,
but he was family just the same. Watching him every day was hard.
He was such a kind man and deserved better.” She pulled a tissue
from the box on the side table.

“Aye, he did. But we can’t change what the
Good Lord has planned for any of us. We may not understand why
Donal was taken from this world; we just have to accept that there
was a reason for it.”

“‘Twas cruel, Mam. Mrs. Spillane
wasn’t even cold in her grave when himself announced he was
sick.”

“You’ve had a tough time of it, love. But
you can be sure that Donal was thankful to have you there with him,
both for Mary and himself.” Her mother patted Kate’s hand.

“Mick should have been there,” Kate
blurted.

Her mother nodded. “Aye, love, he should
have been. It’s no use in beating yourself up over it. No one knows
what’s going on in that boy’s head. But Donal appreciated having
you there. You were a great help to him over the years.”

Kate remembered a long ago day that just
seemed like yesterday. “Mam, he said, ‘You’re like the daughter I
never had.’”

“I’m sure you were. It’s no wonder you’re
grieving like one. Don’t forget Mick has suffered a tremendous
loss, too. Men have a much different way of expressing their
losses. Women cry. Men brood. One day the brooding will come to an
end and he’ll grieve the same way you are now. God willing, there
will be someone understanding there for him to help him through
it.”

“Well, it won’t be me. I’ve washed my hands
of him.”

“Oh?” Her mother’s brow lifted. There was a
question behind that look.

“Aye. I’ve tried talking to him, but he’s
useless. He’s been rude since I met him in Mr. Lynch’s office
yesterday.”

“Your father was under the impression you
two were gettin’ on fine yesterday when he was over to the
farm.”

Kate grunted. “Hardly. Civil in Da’s company
maybe, but we weren’t getting along. Just getting through the
day.”

“Hmm—”

“Did Da tell you about the will? Mr.
Spillane wrote an addendum. Mick was so angry.” She couldn’t blame
him really, but he had brought it all on himself. He was lucky she
was so supportive of his finding a way to keep the farm so he could
scurry back to Dublin guilt free.

“I’m sure he was quite shocked by his
father’s surprise.”

Kate thought back to the reading of the
will. “Oh, Mam. The look on his face when Tighe read the addendum.
. . Angry doesn’t begin to cover it. Incensed would come
closer.

“I think his plan was to get the reading
over with and put the place on the market as soon as possible, then
head back to Dublin.” Kate looked into her mother’s eyes. “I
wouldn’t put it past him to just auction off everything, his
parents’ belongings and all, and just have done with it.”

“Everyone has their own way of grieving. And
men are the worst at it. Some worse than others.”

“Aye, I’m sure you’re right. I’ve no
experience with men, so I wouldn’t know.”

Her mother laughed. “No experience with men,
child? Sweetheart, don’t forget you live with two of them. You’ve
plenty of experience.” Her smile faded. “Unless you’re talkin’ of
the other experience.”

“Oh no, Mam! I’m not talking about that
kind. I certainly wouldn’t be knowing anything about that,” Kate
assured her even as the flush shot up her body. She couldn’t look
her mother in the eye. It was almost as if her mother could see
right through her and knew what she’d let Mick do.

“Mmm-hmm,” Deirdre mumbled. Her mother’s
fingers on her chin pulled her around to face her. “What’s this
blushing all about then? Eh?”

Kate barely met her mother’s gaze, but
caught the laughter in her eyes. “Trust me, Mam. I’m still
waitin’.”

Then her mother shocked her. “Waitin’ for
what, child? You’re twenty-five years old, Kate. You can certainly
make your own decision when it comes to sex.”

Heat rose up Kate’s cheeks. “Please, Mam.
Can’t we talk about something else?” She tried to look away, but
saw her mother was laughing at her unease with the topic. Deirdre
had had ‘the talk’ with her when she started her menses years ago,
so she didn’t know where her mother was going with this side of the
discussion.

“Kate, there’s nothing to be ashamed of.
While I’m glad you waited through your teen years to sleep with
someone, I do recognize the fact that you’ve grown up.
You’re quite a woman, and one of her own mind.” She reached
up and cupped Kate’s face in her hand and smiled. “You’ll know when
it’s right. I’ve told you that before. But don’t be thinkin’ it
will be the wedding night. It’s not always.”

Kate looked into her mother’s eyes and
realization hit her. Her parents had had s-e-x before marriage. Her
mouth dropped open into an O of surprise, her eyes snapping
wide.

“Mam! You and Da—you two—” She couldn’t
finish her sentence when her mother nodded and continued
laughing.

“That surprises you? I’m a woman, too, you
know.” Her mother blushed at her confession.

“But, Mam—”

“But, what? I had to test him out. Make sure
he was worth spending the rest of my life with.” She said this
matter-of-factly. Kate knew her mother was having trouble keeping a
straight face. Before they knew it, they were laughing
together.

“Well,” said Kate between giggles, “I guess
we know the consensus, don’t we.”

“Aye, we do. Never mind the fact that we had
to get married rather quickly afterwards.”

“Did Granddad find out and get out the
shotgun?”

Her mother shook her head. “No, pet. It was
so your brother could have a last name.” Kate’s mouth dropped open
again in astonishment. “Fortunately for everyone involved, I loved
your father with all my heart and he loved me the same in
return.”

Kate started giggling again at the thought
that her brother was the cause of their parents’ hasty
marriage.

“What are you laughing at now?”

“Just at all the times I thought Connor was
such a bastard. Now you’re telling me he really could have
been!”

Kate was glad she’d had this talk with her
mother. While she couldn’t possibly tell her mother about what had
almost happened between her and Mick, at least not yet, she was
happy to know she could when and if the time ever came.

“Right, so,” said her mother finally,
getting up off the bedside. “Get yourself cleaned up and come down
for dinner.”

“I will, Mam. And thanks for the talk. I
needed it.”

“Anytime.” Deirdre opened the door to leave
and turned back to Kate with a question written in her eyes. “By
the way, why were you a fool?”

Kate had forgotten she’d said that. “Because
it took me ten years to grow up.”

Deirdre gave her a strange look, then left
the room.

* * * * *

Downstairs, Kate walked into the kitchen
just as everyone was sitting down to dinner. As soon as she stepped
over the threshold, her family stopped talking.

“What?” She looked around and behind her to
see what was wrong.

“You were fierce dramatic,” said
Connor. Kate slid her eyes over him knowingly and grinned. Her
mother cleared her throat, then turned to finish ladling food onto
plates.

“What?” Connor asked, suspicion in his
voice. He looked between the two women. “What?” His voice hitched
up an octave.

Kate carried two plates to the table and set
them in front of the men. She then found her seat as Deirdre came
to the table with their plates. Connor kept his gaze on her as he
dug into his meal. When Kate raised her brow at him and shot him
‘the eye,’ he stopped eating immediately and waited for their
mother to be seated so they could say grace.

About half way through the quiet meal Kate
said, “Thank you for worrying.”

Liam took the opportunity to speak. Kate
thought he must have been holding his breath the whole time. “What
happened up at the farm, Kate? Was all this about Mick?”

“She was just upset over Donal,” her mother
said. Deirdre shot Kate a glance and a wink. This was a new side to
her mother she hadn’t seen before, a conspirator in a frilly floral
apron.

“Aye, Da. Just a rough week,” she assured
her father.

Her father mumbled something under his
breath and went back to eating.

When the meal was over Kate started to clear
the plates but was halted by her father. “I’m sending a man around
to Mick tomorrow about that job, Kate. If you see him you might
mention it. He’ll be over after tea.” Liam leaned back in his
chair. He draped one arm over the high wooden back of it while he
sipped at his tea with his other hand.

Kate wasn’t quite sure how to go about
telling her father what Mick had done, but it had to be told. “That
won’t be necessary, Da.”

“What do you mean? Did Mick get some sense
into his head and decide to stay put where he belongs?” Liam shot
with a little more timbre than necessary.

“No, Da. He—”

“He what, Kate?” asked Connor.

“He hired someone already.” There. It was
out. She tried to move quickly around the table to clear away the
dirty dishes.

Her father was unnaturally quiet for a solid
minute. She felt his eyes on her as she cleared the last plate.
When she was done she cast a glance at him and found his eyes
boring into her.

“Sit for a minute,” he said.

Mick should have called her father to
explain instead of burdening her with the task.

When Liam finally spoke he was obviously
trying to maintain his temper. “Tell me about what he did.”

“What’s to tell, Da? You gave him sound
advice to hire a manager so that’s what he did.”

“I told him I’d send a man around to
him.”

“Aye, you did. Apparently he had someone
else in mind.” If she ever saw Mick again she’d give him what for.
Why should she be the one interrogated? It wasn’t even her farm,
nor was she the one who hired Flann.

“Who did he hire? Is he local?”

“I don’t know where he came from. His name
is Flann. Flann Flannery.” Kate shivered as she said the man’s
name.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“Nothing, why?”

“You don’t normally react like that when you
talk about people.”

Kate couldn’t control the flush that heated
her skin. “I don’t know where he’s from. I don’t like the looks of
him, but,” she quoted Mick, “you can’t judge a person by the hat he
wears. I worked Molly with him and he seems to know what he’s on
about. He’ll probably work out fine. If I get the job at Galway
Hospital, Molly will need someone to work her.”

“Bring her home, Kate,” said Connor.

“I’ve already agreed to leave her on the
farm. There’s stock there and Flann will keep the farm going. Mick
likes the idea that the place may turn a profit, even in his
absence.” Kate wasn’t sure of any of this herself. She could only
go by what her eyes and ears told her. Her gut instinct was
something else altogether.

Liam rose. “I’m going over to talk with
Mick.”

“I’m coming, too.” Connor quickly downed the
last of his tea.

Kate laughed to herself. They were her
knights in shining armor.

“He’s gone.”

“What do you mean gone?” said both men in
unison.

“Gone, as in left, absent, no longer there.
He left this afternoon when I was done working Molly with Flann. I
suggested he stay a while to make sure the man worked out, but he
thought since Flann and I worked well enough today that things
would be fine,” she told him. “Trust me. The first hint of mischief
and I’ll be on the phone with himself to get back here.”

Liam grabbed his coat off the wall peg by
the back door, Connor following suit as if he were their father’s
shadow.

“Where are you going?” asked Deirdre.

“To Fairhill. Even if Mick’s not there I’ll
be meeting this Flann before the night’s out.” The men slipped
through the door and were gone. Kate stared at her mother. The
tractor started up, then headed off down the driveway.
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“Bothersome, interfering, meddlesome
busybodies,” Flann muttered to himself.

Liam and Connor Conneely had just left
Fairhill Farm after interrogating him. What business was it of
theirs to come over here and question him like the gardai? “None!”
He answered his own question aloud as he fairly slammed the teacup
down on the table where he sat opposite the bed in the tiny
apartment above one of the old barns.

It was bad enough he was going to have to
deal with Spillane’s woman. The last thing he needed was her men
folk getting in his way, too.

The thought of Kate stopped Flann in his
tracks as he stared at the single bed. Hmm—come to think of
it, he just might enjoy having her around. He could teach her a
thing or two that Spillane upstart never could.

He thought back to earlier in the day when
he’d seen them there in the kitchen going at it like dogs in heat.
It disgusted as well as excited him how she gave herself to
Spillane. No self-respecting woman would throw herself at a man
like that. Yet, watching her respond drove him crazy.

He watched them bent over the kitchen table
and had to adjust himself in his loose trousers, but the instant
his hand made contact with his willie it sprang to life. It
stiffened now just thinking about what those two had done on the
other side of the glass.

Then he remembered how Kate pushed Spillane
away from her. The woman’s a damn tease is what she is, thought
Flann. “Always has been,” he added, aloud.

When she made motions to leave the house
he’d had to run back to his van and make himself look busy. The
bitch had the nerve to look like nothing had just happened in the
kitchen. She’d scowled at him as she passed, but he ignored it. He
knew she didn’t like him. She never had. He didn’t care, though.
She wasn’t his concern. Managing this farm was, and he intended to
turn a tasty profit. Soon.

For himself.

To get on with the job, he’d followed Kate
to the back gate and told her he was going out with her to the
pasture. He didn’t give her a choice. He had to gain her trust, and
that mangy dog’s, to set his plans in motion. He was pleased with
himself when she didn’t argue. She was annoyed all right, but she
let him follow along and eventually let him start working the
dog.

Yes, his plans would come together,
eventually. He just needed patience.

By the look on her face he could tell she
was uncomfortable with telling him her business, but her confession
that she would only be out a few days a week lightened his mood a
bit. He didn’t need or want her around. Well, not for anything
important. But her absence would help things run smoother.

He tilted the chair back against the wall so
it stood only on the back legs, his own legs dangling from the
front as he thought to himself. Yes, this situation would work out
nicely.

Flann spun a glance around the tiny room. He
should be in the main house, he should. There was no one living
there now. The least Spillane could have done was put him in an
accommodation more fitting to his position on the farm. Not
this—closet! There wasn’t even a toilet in the room. He had to go
next door to where someone had built a small bathroom. Spillane
told him outright in the pub he hated the farm and an onsite
manager would mean he didn’t have to come back. So what was wrong
with his staying in the main house? If he could keep the Conneely
woman away permanently he could move into the house and no one
would be the wiser.

Now that that was sorted out he had to
wonder what he was going to do about the Conneely men. As long as
he was pleasant to the woman and didn’t give her any reason to
question him, the men should leave him alone. Hmmm. How could he
scare her off while staying pleasant with her so her men stayed
away?

He got to his feet then and grabbed his
jacket off the peg beside the door. He’d worry about the Conneelys
later. Now that he had the farm to himself there was no reason why
he shouldn’t get his bearings. There were barns to go through to
check for inventory, there was machinery to inspect, and while he
was at it he’d check the lock on the back door to the
farmhouse.
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