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      For Fred.

      The first and last person I’ll ever say “I do” to.

      Best. Decision. Ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Welcome to New Zealand!

        

      

    
    
      Land of Lord of the Rings and the All Blacks rugby team, breathtaking landscapes, and laid-back friendly people who refer to ourselves as ‘kiwis.’ I hope you’ll enjoy your visit with me as we travel Due South to Stewart Island—which lies 30km south of New Zealand’s South Island. The unspoiled wildness of the place is a perfect backdrop to my characters’ struggles and triumphs. The Stewart Island series focuses on family, community, and of course, each book contains a scorching hot romance.

      Happy reading!
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      The irony of a woman who dealt with bridal dramas every week but would rather stab herself in the eye with dressmaking shears than say “I do,” didn’t escape MacKenna Jones. Instead, the thought settled as a low, icky feeling in her gut as she stood in Oban’s community hall surrounded by meters of crepe-paper streamers and balloons. Oh, and let’s not forget the centerpiece cake, which was meant to be wrench-shaped—since her cousin Holly was marrying a mechanic—but instead, disturbingly, looked like a giant, gray-frosted penis. Only on Stewart Island, New Zealand’s third biggest island and unregistered insane asylum, would a penis-shaped cake be considered par for the course at a bridal shower.

      Mac rolled her eyes so hard they almost stuck in her upswept bundle of dirty-blond hair, piled high on the top of her head to give the illusion of another two inches of height. And if the hair didn’t make her look taller than her God-given five-foot-three-and-a-sneeze, the spiked heels would level the playing field since Holly and her friends all towered over her like a tribe of Amazonian warriors.

      “Having a good time, dear?”

      Mac’s eyeballs returned to a horizontal position to find Mrs. Taylor peering at her, her powdery-purple eyelids narrowing in concern.

      “I’m having a great time,” Mac said. “I’m so happy for Holly and Ford.”

      And she was. Truly, honestly, absolutely happy that her younger cousin was marrying her man in two months’ time.

      “Hope you’ve left some room for Denise’s delicious cake.” Mrs. Taylor lowered her voice and leaned into Mac, cupping a wrinkled hand to her mouth. “I expect Denise’ll be a better mother-in-law than she is a baker. That cake looks like a fella’s twig and berries.”

      Mac swallowed an unladylike snort and shot a glance across the room at Holly, who was surrounded by her friends. “It’s the thought that counts.”

      Mrs. Taylor followed Mac’s gaze and chuckled, a low and smutty snicker that sounded beyond weird coming from the octogenarian’s wattled throat. “Bet I can guess what your cousin’s thinking about when she’s cutting the cake, poor girl.”

      Mac nodded as if agreeing with the remark and took a sip of her champagne. “You know”—she gave Mrs. Taylor’s shoulder a companionable rub—“it must’ve been a while since you last saw a man’s twig and berries. Maybe you should look at Denise’s cake one last time?”

      Mrs. Taylor’s eyelids flew open, and she barked out a laugh that caused the women around Holly to jump.

      “You’re a wee sassy britches, aren’t you? You remind me of myself when I was younger—oh!” The sharklike smile on her face slipped, and she pressed a gnarled hand to her chest. “Oh—my chest feels all queer.”

      Mac clasped Mrs. Taylor’s elbow. “Come and sit down.”

      Mrs. Taylor tapped with her walking stick to a cluster of chairs and sank onto one with a wheeze and a groan.

      “I’ll go get Maggie,” Mac said. “She was in the kitchen last time I saw her.”

      “No, no. I don’t want a nurse.” Mrs. Taylor shook her head so hard her lavender-tinted curls quivered, even though the woman smelled as if she’d bathed in hairspray. “I need Doctor Joe.”

      The sausage roll she’d eaten ten minutes ago did a slow somersault in Mac’s stomach at the sound of his name. Joe Whelan, the island’s only practitioner, and the one person she always sent a little prayer to the Goddess of Good Juju to avoid when she visited Oban. Normally, her prayers worked, maybe because Joe also seemed to take the same measures to avoid her.

      Hey, finally something they had in common.

      “I’ll find someone to take you to the medical center, then,” she said.

      Mrs. Taylor frowned. “I can’t leave the party, dear, and besides, he won’t be at the center.” She sounded as if she were speaking to someone who always got a joke thirty seconds after everyone else. “He’ll be at the pub with his mates. You’ll go fetch him for me.”

      She would? Mac jerked upright. Like hell she would. “Look, I’ll just ask—”

      Mrs. Taylor clutched at the folds of her purple dress and uttered a groan. “I feel awful. Please, MacKenna, don’t ruin Holly’s party by letting an old lady have a heart attack on the floor.” She batted her eyelashes at Mac again. “It won’t take you a minute to whip down to Due South and ask him to come.”

      Shitshitshit. Mac was fifty-fifty on whether the woman actually was having chest pains, but damn it, Mac wasn’t performing mouth-to-mouth on the wrinkled old grape if she did stop breathing. And since Holly had banned cell phones from her shower—primarily due to the risk of Mrs. Taylor live-tweeting the event—Mac couldn’t take the easy way out and call down to the pub.

      “Fine.” She narrowed her eyes. “But he won’t be happy being dragged away from his beer if you’re up to something.”

      The shark’s smile returned. “One glimpse of the sexy Irishman’s blue eyes and I’m sure I’ll be right as rain.”

      Make that sixty-forty percent sure she was being duped. But Mac toed off her skyscraper heels and kicked them under the seat. “You’d better be. Don’t you dare die before I get back.”

      She cast a quick glance toward Holly, who was deep in conversation with her best friend and soon-to-be matron of honor, Shaye Westlake—another satisfied bride of Mac’s wedding boutique, Next Stop, Vegas. Maybe she could…no. Mac straightened her spine and edged along the hall to the back door that led out into a fenced yard. Not even Holly, who was more like her little sister than her cousin, would understand why Mac had spent so much energy flying under Joe’s radar in the four years since he moved to Stewart Island.

      Mac skirted along the outside of the hall, the concrete path leading to the street icy cold beneath her bare feet. She wrinkled her nose and grabbed at the skirt of her flimsy dress before it flew up. She hurried along the road with her arms pinned down to her side, the cold southerly gusting over the rolling hills of native bush, direct from Antarctica.

      Winter in the deep south…always such a pleasure.

      She shivered, cursing herself for forgetting to grab her duck-down coat before leaving the hall. With her luck, she thought as the double-storied hotel, which contained a restaurant and bar, loomed closer, she’d have red Hobbit toes and be hypothermic by the time she arrived. She wouldn’t count on the good doctor’s sworn Hippocratic oath to save her.

      Keeping her gaze from meeting anyone sitting inside Due South’s cozy warmth, Mac hurried past the picture windows that overlooked Halfmoon Bay Harbor and climbed the veranda stairs. The pub door opened, and she made the polite but fatal error of holding it while one of the locals, an elderly man she knew only as Wally, walked slowly out. He smiled at her, pinning the door open above her head so she could let go and slip inside. Curse of the short person it was, ducking under armpits.

      The half-assed plan she’d concocted on the way down—to ask whoever filled in for Denise the receptionist to pass on a message—bombed when her gaze flicked through the open doorway.

      Joe sat at a nearby table, one tanned and ropy forearm stretched out across a chessboard to hover over a black piece. Muscles played along the length of his arm, his biceps flexing under the cotton of his steel-gray Henley. He opened and closed his fingers a few times over a pawn while the man opposite him, Old Smitty, who was another local character, slurped at his beer.

      “By the time you make a move, Doc, I’ll be due for my next prostate exam,” Smitty grumbled.

      “Thanks for putting that bleedin’ image in my head, old man,” Joe said.

      The deep, soft lilt of his voice melted the ice from Mac’s frozen toes as she hovered in the doorway.

      “Aren’t you going in?” Wally said.

      It could’ve been Wally’s voice or the blast of cold air that hammered the final nail in her too-lame-to-work plan. Or it could’ve been Joe had an incoming bitch I loathe radar that went off inside his head. His hand stilled above the chess board, and his head whipped toward the door, where she stood miserably holding down her skirt, her red toes and probably a cherry-red nose no doubt completing the pathetic picture. His gaze—so blue, so intense that it was like holding a palm over the blue flames of a kitchen burner—skimmed down her body, from her wind-blown haystack hair to her bare feet.

      Too late—way too late—to retreat now.

      “In or out, miss?”

      Crap. Everything around her, including Wally patiently holding open the door, had flown out of her brain the moment she’d seen him.

      “In—thanks.”

      So much for flying under Joe’s radar. She was now very much on it, and it was unnerving to be the object of his undivided attention. Like a giant, tawny feline who’d spotted a mouse poking its nose into forbidden territory, Joe kept his gaze locked on hers as she crossed on stiff legs to stand by his table.

      “Too cold to be running around in your skivvies, love,” Smitty said. “You’ve got goose bumps all over your arms.”

      Her skin wasn’t the only thing pebbling. Mac crossed her arms high on her chest to hide the obvious windchill effects. That, and to prevent doing a full-body shimmy from the shivers rattling her tightly clenched teeth. Not that Joe was looking at her anymore.

      “You young fellas, no manners,” Smitty muttered under his breath, and then louder, “The girl’s freezing, Doc. Give her your jacket before she catches her death.”

      “I’m fine,” Mac said quickly. “Mrs. Taylor insisted I come get you. She’s complaining of chest pains.”

      “And where is Betsy having these chest pains? Holly’s shower, still?” Joe kept his gaze locked on the board as he slid his queen onto another square. “Checkmate,” he said without waiting for her answer.

      His mouth pulled into a grin solely aimed at Smitty, but it still gave MacKenna a little quiver in her good parts. Or maybe that was just from the icy breeze slicing into her again as someone exited the pub.

      Smitty swiped a disgusted hand at Joe before lumbering to his feet. “Next time, you cocky Irish mongrel.”

      Smitty yanked on the collar of the black wool jacket draped over Joe’s chair back. He skirted the table and draped it around her shoulders. “These barbaric Celts, no idea how to treat a lady. You keep it on ’til you get back to the party.” He patted her shoulder and headed for the bar.

      The heavy folds of Joe’s jacket settled around her, and other than letting it drop to the floor—which would risk giving the cocky mongrel the impression she was affected by the masculine scent left on it—she was forced clutch the lapels together.

      “Yes. She’s still at the shower, but she didn’t want me to call Maggie. She insisted I find you.” Now Mac had heard Mrs. Taylor’s request out loud, the plan sounded highly suspicious to Mac’s ears, and from the upward twitch of Joe’s eyebrows, she wasn’t the only one who thought the old woman was up to no good.

      He blew out a sigh loaded with resignation but surprisingly no irritation and stood.

      A good seven inches shorter than Joe, she was at the perfect height to note the dark growth of stubble on his throat as his Adam’s apple worked up and down. His fingers tapped an impatient rhythm on the table at his side.

      “D’you mind backing up a step, so I can reach my backpack,” he said, “or are you waiting for Smitty to offer my boots for your pleasure, as well?”

      Heat sandblasted her face, and she took a giant step backward, peeling off Joe’s jacket at the same time like a matador challenging a bull. “Here. Take it back.”

      Light sparked in his eyes. Challenge accepted, his gaze seemed to say.

      “No need to cut off that little red nose, MacKenna.”

      His tone was light and teasing, as if this wasn’t the first time he’d addressed her by name in years. And the cold must’ve partly iced up her eardrums as she could’ve sworn his lilting voice had even grown a little husky.

      “I wouldn’t want to be held accountable for you catchin’ your death,” he added.

      He hooked his backpack over his finger and slung it onto one broad shoulder, ducking around her, not waiting to see whether she’d childishly throw his jacket at his retreating back.

      Mac studied his loose and easy gait, his free hand relaxed at his side as he strode to the pub’s outer door. Gazing at that level meant an unavoidable view of his men’s-catalog-perfect jeans-covered butt, which made her wistful for the university students back home in Invercargill, a one-hour ferry ride away on the mainland. If only Joe followed the student trend of baggy pants belted below butt cheeks, she wouldn’t be thawing at an alarming rate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joseph Michael Whelan, Joe’s father’s voice boomed in his mind. Don’t just stand there like a bleedin’ lump. Move your arse.

      Joe slid a sideways glance at MacKenna, who wriggled back into his coat in record time. Her party dress could stop traffic—if Oban ever had enough four-wheel-drive vehicles out on the road at one time to constitute traffic—so he was able to breathe again when she covered up her lethal curves.

      And why was he still hovering by the pub door instead of doing a bunk to the community hall? Not as if the woman didn’t know her way around the town.

      Because she’s wearing my coat.

      If that was the least pathetic excuse his mind could come up with on such short notice, then he needed his head examined.

      “You go ahead,” she said. “I’ll catch up.”

      Her gaze danced over him then zipped to the bar, where Smitty gossiped with Kip Sullivan, one of Due South’s bartenders. MacKenna’s normal, sleek fall of honey-colored hair was wind tousled and jammed half in, half out of his jacket collar. Mascara or liner or whatever the hell women painted around their eyes had smudged the pale skin beneath. Likely because of the bitter wind whipping like a frenzied devil through the harbor—that sea spray stung.

      “I’ll walk with you.” Because for the first time since he’d met the beautiful but carnivorous MacKenna Jones, she looked vulnerable.

      For an approximate count of three.

      Then her lush mouth—just a little too wide for her face—thinned. She held her ground, little red toes curling on the pub’s floor, his face the target of her slit-eyed glare. Guess the idea of a few minutes more in his company didn’t hold much charm for her either.

      “Unless you’re planning to have a whiskey first to bolster your nerves?” The words slipped from his mouth before he’d time to rethink the wisdom of engaging wits with her.

      Gobshite—what the hell was wrong with him today? For the past four years since he’d accepted the position of general practitioner on Stewart Island, he’d never had a run-in with MacKenna when she’d arrived to spend time with her cousin. Now, suddenly, he was baiting her?

      She stalked across the pub floor, looking like a hissing, spitting kitten trying to fluff itself up in size to appear threatening, and jerked open the door. Without waiting for him, she sailed through to the deck outside and continued toward the stairs. Joe stopped the pub door from slamming and caught up with her by the foot of the stairs, hearing a soft yelp as her bare feet touched the icy sidewalk.

      Chilblains, his mother used to yell. You’ll get chilblains playing outside without your shoes on. And so she’d order him, his younger brother Luke, and the eighteen-month-old twins, Kerry and Kyle, inside their cramped Ballymun council flat. She’d chafe her warm, rough hands over their feet until they were all toasty and giggly and ready for some fruity brack, hot from the oven.

      What would it feel like to rub MacKenna’s feet between his hands? He couldn’t hold back a low chuckle. Thank God his thoughts didn’t flash across his forehead like a neon sign, or she’d likely direct him to the nearest foot-fetish website. Only once his mind conjured up the image of rubbing MacKenna’s feet, it fast-forwarded to him running his hands over the silky-looking skin covering the rest of her body.

      “Something funny you’d like to share with the class?” MacKenna faced him, fists on hips, the sea breeze whipping a lock of hair across her face.

      “Private joke,” he said.

      The pinched look returned to her face, and her gaze surreptitiously slid down the front of his coat to her feet, the attitude-drenched stance melting as she wrapped her arms around herself.

      Joe’s ribs gave a little squeeze around his heart. While she was as aware as he of the unpleasant and awkward undercurrents that flowed between them, he wasn’t one for letting his arsehole flag fly unprovoked. And MacKenna’s alerting him to one of his patients’ discomfort wasn’t provocation. Didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure she’d rather be anywhere but standing two feet away from him.

      “I was thinking of my mam and her obsession with chilblains,” he said. “If she were here, she’d be fussing like a hen and have you hauled back inside, where she’d have you drinking tea and smothered in wool blankets.”

      “Oh.” MacKenna shot him a wary glance, as if she still didn’t quite believe he hadn’t been laughing at her. “That sounds surprisingly lovely.”

      “Yeah?” Joe lifted a shall we walk? hand in the direction of the community hall. “Not so much so when you’re eight and trying to prove to your mates how tough you are by running barefoot through the streets of Ballymun.”

      MacKenna padded along beside him, taking two steps to each of his in order to keep up. Her perfume curled around him, his nose suddenly able to differentiate between her and the tang of brine and chimney smoke wafting on the breeze. She smelled of something earthy but sweet, taking him back to a fifteen-year-old Joe and a stolen kiss in Poppintree Park. The first and last time he’d kissed a girl in the Green Isles, barely a week before his family immigrated to New Zealand.

      “Do you miss it?” she asked. “Ireland, I mean.”

      Hairs rose and rippled down his nape. He rubbed his neck with an impatient hand as they started up the slight slope of the road leading to the hall. “Sometimes. I grew up in a pretty rough part of north Dublin. We didn’t have two pennies to rub together when I was growing up. As a kid, I didn’t notice it so much; it was just home to me.”

      “How old were you when you left?”

      “Fifteen. And my brother Luke was eleven; the twins, Kerry and Kyle, were eight.”

      And look at them, having an actual civil conversation.

      “A big move,” she said. “Uprooting and moving your family to the other side of the world. But at least you had each other.”

      Maybe he imagined it, but her words held an almost wistful tone.

      MacKenna Jones was an only child. He’d gleaned as much over the years from snippets of conversation he’d had with Holly. Ah, well. As doolally as his younger brothers and sister drove him at times, he couldn’t imagine not having them do so.

      His stride quickened, footsteps echoing along the deserted street. The skin across his shoulders had gone numb with the chill wind, and his ears ached. Anyone in his or her right mind would be tucked up warm inside this afternoon. Oban winters weren’t for the faint of heart.

      He glanced down at MacKenna. Her shoulders hunched, she had her head tucked tortoise-like into his jacket, quick-stepping to remain at his side.

      “Betsy clearly must’ve put a rocket under your arse to send you running from the hall in just that slip of a dress,” he said.

      “I was worried, so I didn’t think. I just did what needed to be done.”

      Invisible icicles bristled down his spinal cord. Almost the exact excuse she’d used with him in her bridal boutique so many years ago.

      MacKenna stumbled, and he shot out a hand to grip her elbow, preventing her from face-planting into the sidewalk. She swore fit to rival Piper Harland—a former police officer now married to Due South’s manager, so that was saying something—and shook off his hand.

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      She spoke through gritted teeth, as if losing the front ones would’ve been preferable to his touch.

      Being the bigger person, Joe resisted serving up a generous portion of sarcasm and took the steps up to the community hall entrance two at a time. Though his mam would’ve boxed his ears, he shot through the doorway without pinning the heavy door open for MacKenna.

      The rumble of conversation rolled out from the hall, louder and higher in pitch than the same sized crowd gathered in Due South earlier. Ah, to be back at the pub with the lads and a few scoops, whiling away a winter’s afternoon instead of walking into—

      Joe shoved open the hall’s inner door, and seconds later, squeals of his name erupted at a level only the local dogs could hear. He raised a hand in a brief wave, dodging at least two outstretched plates of an odd-looking, gray-frosted cake. He spotted Betsy keeping court by the laden snack table and made a beeline for her—and stopped short. He squinted at the remaining portion of uncut cake on the table. Was that a gray…zombie penis?

      “Yoo-hoo! Doctor Joe.”

      Joe jerked his gaze away from the disturbing cake and back to Betsy Taylor who was planted on her plastic chair like a queen about to receive a commoner subject. She wasn’t clutching her chest—or showing signs of discomfort in her neck, arms, back, or stomach, where pain could show in a female heart attack victim. Her face was its usual too-much-foundation tone of pale orange with blotches of lighter color. No sign of excess sweating or a sickly gray hue, just the healthy though wattled skin of an eighty-something-year-old. Mrs. T. had threatened to sign him up for an online dating site as she’d done to his mate Ford if he ever revealed her true age.

      Joe sat beside her, eyeing Betsy’s bejeweled hand resting on her knee. As long as it stayed on her knee, they were good. The widow Taylor had a habit of being a bit grabby with men under the age of fifty and especially toward Joe’s mates. Fortunately, Betsy came from the generation where doctors were considered demigods, and she kept her wandering hands to herself. Nevertheless, he took her fingers in his to check her skin wasn’t cold and clammy. Nope. Warm and dry and quite soft, thanks to the lavender moisturizer she constantly applied.

      “Feeling a bit poorly, were we?”

      Betsy batted her false eyelashes, one of which had started to peel off like an escaping spider. “Oh, dreadful, Dr. Whelan. But you mustn’t worry about me now. What about poor MacKenna?”

      “She’s fine.” Joe’s gaze flicked to the hall entrance, but his view was blocked by the collection of women nattering in the middle of the floor.

      “Are you sure?” Betsy thumped her cane on the floor for emphasis. “She dashed out of here without her coat, and it’s cold enough to freeze a witch’s tit off outside. You’d best check on her first; she’ll catch her death.”

      The general consensus, apparently.

      Joe unzipped his backpack—the one his mates teasingly labeled Joe’s handbag—and removed his portable blood pressure monitor.

      “I gave her my coat, Betsy. And it’s you I’m concerned about. Chest pains in a woman your age—”

      Betsy waved a dismissing hand. “Pishposh. I’m feeling much better.”

      “Did you seriously just pishposh me?” Joe unwrapped the Velcro pressure cuff with a long, loud rip. “After I hauled my arse all the way up here. You wouldn’t be crying wolf now, would you?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, young man,” she said. Then ruined her indignant act by shooting him a most wolfish smile. “Maybe I had a touch of indigestion from Denise’s penis cake.”

      “You’ve a touch of something, for sure.” Joe slid the cuff onto Betsy’s upper arm and tightened it. He hooked his stethoscope out of his backpack and draped it around his neck. “I’m still going to check you out.”

      He pumped up the cuff and listened to the healthy-as-a-horse thud of Betsy’s pulse.

      “You can check me out anytime, dear,” she said as he released the cuff’s pressure. “A handsome Irishman such as yourself. Oh myyyy.”

      “Opened myself up for that one, didn’t I?”

      He peeled the cuff off her arm and placed it and the monitor back into his bag.

      “You don’t open yourself up to anyone, Joe. That’s my worry.”

      The sudden quaver in Betsy’s normal foghorn-powerful voice made him freeze, dangling his stethoscope over the backpack’s opening. Uncannily, she was right. But hell if he’d admit it to the interfering Mrs. T. He dropped the stethoscope into the bag then leaned over to wrap an arm around the woman’s bony shoulders. He gave her a gentle one-armed hug.

      “Don’t you worry about me, my girl. Worry about the tests I’m going to run on you back at the medical center. Ones involving needles and uncomfortable things stuck to your boobs. Unless you’d like to confess what you’re really up to?”

      Did he feel guilty playing the needle card on an elderly woman with an intense dislike of them? Nope. Joe gave her shoulder another squeeze then released her with his best don’t lie to the doctor smackdown stare.

      Betsy’s mouth twisted, her gaze darting sideways. “I might’ve exaggerated the chest pains.”

      Hah! He knew it. “Exaggerated, meaning there weren’t any?”

      “Not a twinge,” she admitted. “I just thought that maybe you and the Jones girl…”

      Her voice trailed off, leaving Joe to fill in the rather obvious blanks. The “funny when it was someone else, terrifying when it was him” side of Betsy Taylor was that she was an unrepentant matchmaker. And somehow she’d gotten Joe and MacKenna in her sights. Maybe it was all the wedding fever going around town, with MacKenna, as a bridal shop owner, infecting everyone, including Betsy, with the virus. But aside from being immune to that particular strain, the last person he’d ever end up with was—

      “Oh, sweet baby Jesus!” Betsy hollered at his side, making him nearly jump out of his skin. “MacKenna’s bleeding!”
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      The crowd parted around MacKenna as if Betsy were Moses wielding his staff, and the women, the Red Sea. For a woman her age, Betsy could move when necessary. She’d shot out of her seat and all but hooked MacKenna with her walking stick to prevent her from bolting.

      Joe skimmed the length of MacKenna—frozen near the hall’s kitchen—and spotted a blood-speckled paper napkin wrapped awkwardly over the toes of her right foot.

      “I’m fine.”

      Joe heard her speak from halfway across the room.

      “Just point me in the direction of the first aid kit,” MacKenna went on.

      “First aid kit? Pfft.” Betsy blew a raspberry and locked her arm through MacKenna’s. “We’ve a doctor right here.”

      MacKenna’s gaze shot arrow-straight to Joe. “I don’t need a doctor.”

      Every line of her stick-up-the-arse posture conveyed resistance to engaging with him a second time. And if the pint-sized attitude wasn’t clear enough, the “fuck off” look in her pretty green eyes was.

      Betsy glanced over her shoulder with a raised, what do I do? eyebrow. Shite. And he’d just left MacKenna outside without doing the gentlemanly thing and checking she was okay. He crooked his finger at Betsy, and she gave another wolflike grin.

      Betsy tightened her grip and dragged her unwilling captive along by the elbow toward him. MacKenna limped across the floor, leaving a speckled trail of blood behind her. Betsy muscled the younger woman more with pure will than upper body strength into the chair she’d just vacated.

      “Now, stop your arguing, and let Joe have a look,” Betsy said. “I’ll go remind those twittering fools in the kitchen where the first aid box is kept.”

      “I really don’t need a doctor,” MacKenna said again. “It’s just a stubbed toe.”

      “A stubbed toe can bring a grown man to his knees.” Joe crouched in front of her. He cupped her heel with one hand and peeled the blood-soaked paper napkin off her toes with the other.

      MacKenna hissed, and her foot jerked against his palm—whether solely from pain or a reaction to his touch, he didn’t know.

      The bleeding had slowed, pooling around the nail bed of her big toe. He reached for his backpack and dragged out the plastic container containing a basic first aid kit. Nothing in there that could treat an amputated limb in an emergency—but MacKenna wasn’t in imminent danger of losing a digit. She’d just have a toe that’d hurt like a bastard for a few days.

      “Mac? Are you okay?”

      Holly’s voice came from behind him. Joe glanced over his shoulder at Holly’s worried frown.

      “It’s just a stubbed toe,” MacKenna said. “I need a Band-Aid, then I’ll be fine. Go on back to your party.”

      “If you’re sure—?”

      “High pain threshold here, remember? This is nothing compared to a sewing machine needle through your finger. Go—” MacKenna smiled and shooed her cousin away.

      Holly blew MacKenna a kiss and was swallowed back into the circle of women.

      “I don’t need your help putting a bandage on,” MacKenna said.

      Her heel gave an experimental tug against his fingers, but he didn’t release it. Instead, he peeled open a sterile swab and gently cleaned the wound. There was a little grazing around the toe itself, but MacKenna was right. She didn’t require his assistance.

      His gaze flicked up to her. She’d looked away from her cousin and now stared at him with a mixture of confusion and challenge.

      Oh. Right. He was still cupping the smooth, warm skin of her foot, like Prince feckin’ Charming about to slide on a glass slipper.

      Joe’s fingers sprang open, and he cleared his throat.

      “One Band-Aid, coming up.” He rummaged in the plastic container, grabbing the first plastic strip he found. Which, with the luck of the Irish, happened to be a princess-branded one. Irony layered upon irony. At least the featured princess was the mermaid one and not Cinderella.

      MacKenna took the Band-Aid and glanced at the printed covering, her mouth curling at one corner. One could almost mistake it for a smile.

      “Ariel?” She tore off the wrapping. “Cute.”

      “Girls seem to like them well enough.”

      “Little girls, maybe.” She crossed one slender calf over the other, her nose crinkling as she peeled the protective covering back. “I always thought the mermaid was a chump, giving up her voice for some guy she’d only just met.”

      “Not a big believer in love at first sight, then?”

      MacKenna snorted, bending over to secure the bandage across her toe. Joe got an eye-watering, up-close view of her breasts pressing against the low-cut front of her dress. He flinched away, disguising the movement by snapping shut the plastic lid of the first aid kit and shoving it into his backpack.

      “Aren’t you in the happily-ever-after, saying-I-do business?” He zipped the bag closed and rocked back on his heels to see that MacKenna had straightened up and was now watching him through slitted eyes.

      “I’m in the business of making sure the bride looks beautiful on her wedding day, and her day goes as perfectly as I can make it. The happily-ever-after part is all on her and her groom. Nothing to do with me.”

      Nothing to do with her. And yet, nothing-to-do-with-her hadn’t stopped MacKenna from blowing up his happily ever after. Joe stood and swung his backpack onto his shoulder before he opened his big, fat gob and said something he couldn’t take back.

      “I’d best be off before Betsy invents another ailment.”

      Furrows deepened on MacKenna’s brow. “Are you sure she’s okay? It’s not a heart thing, then?”

      Oh, it was a heart thing—Betsy’s sentimental and interfering heart was definitely involved. But Mrs. T. was lining up her Cupid’s bow at the wrong man.

      “No, not a heart thing. Indigestion is more like it,” he said. “But I’ll make her come in for a full checkup next week.”

      “Good.”

      The next four beats of silence stretched between them, looping around his gut and cutting tight. Being at a lack for words was unfamiliar territory—and an insult to both his parental and cultural heritage. The Whelans were never silent unless afflicted with laryngitis, and even then Joe’s mam could communicate a homicidal intention to him and his siblings with just one glance. Yet, for some reason, Joe’s tongue remained glued to the roof of his mouth while empty, ridiculous phrases scurried through his brain.

      Nice to see you again.

      I’ll see you ’round.

      See ya later.

      Well, it’s been fun, but…

      Or even the Irish, slán.

      But he’d no intention of seeing her later or around, and it was plain disturbing to be this close to her for the first time in ever and discover he wasn’t as much in control as he’d thought and—

      His hip pocket vibrated with an incoming call.

      Joe hauled out his phone and glanced at his mam’s phone number flashing on the screen. Brilliant bloody timing; he could kiss the woman.

      With an apologetic grimace, he said, “Sorry, got to take this,” and jogged to the hall’s rear doors.

      Joe slipped outside, the wind driving through his shirt a reminder that MacKenna still had his coat. He’d rather donate it to the lost-and-found box than return for it, so he shut the door behind him.

      “Howya, Mam?” he said. “What’s up?”

      His mam’s voice rattled machine-gun fast as he wandered down the side of the community hall. He mmhmm-ed in the right places but let her running commentary of her and Da’s week and the various updates about family back in Ballymun wash over him in a soothing tide. Footsteps slowing outside Due South, he decided against another chess game with Smitty and turned, instead, toward Oban’s little medical center and the two-bedroom cottage at the rear of it that Joe called home.

      Rough, white-capped waves surged through the wharf’s pylons and smashed into the sand as he strode past. Out in Halfmoon Bay Harbor, the moored fishing boats jostled and shook, tugged first one way and then the other as the current tried to drag them out into the notoriously dangerous Foveaux Strait. Joe cast an eye to where the afternoon ferry’s broad blue and white stern chugged toward the horizon and the little town of Bluff on the mainland. Poor bastards were in for a hellish hour-long trip.

      Mam had covered most of the topics in her reservoir by the time he’d headed away from the beach.

      “Da wants to know if you’ve tried the new ale he sent down,” she said. “He’s like a schoolboy waiting on exam results.”

      The bright-red roof of Joe’s cottage came into sight, and his stride grew longer. It wasn’t much, his little, white clapboard house with the green windowsills that’d soon need repainting due to the past two wilder-than-usual winters. It wasn’t flashy, with its cramped bedrooms and décor dating back to the island’s previous physicians’ tastes. It wasn’t what some would think a thirty-four-year-old man’s bachelor pad should look like, since it was meant for a doctor and his family, but it was Joe’s space. No nosy siblings, no noisy student accommodation, no roommates. Just his private space. And he didn’t give a shite about the color of the drapes or if the living room had good feng shui.

      He unlocked the cottage’s front door and bumped it open with his hip. “They arrived yesterday. I haven’t had time to sample one yet. Though if the lads catch wind of a new Doyle’s on the premises, they’ll be kickin’ down my door.”

      He dumped his backpack on the hall floor and made a beeline for the kitchen, mouth watering at the mention of one of his da’s craft beers.

      “All going to plan, it’ll be in production soon enough and on the shelves of your pub by the New Year.”

      The pride in his mam’s voice was unmistakable. Brewing had been one of the only hobbies his da had brought with him when they’d emigrated from Ireland, and through sweat and hard work over the past eighteen years, he’d expanded a hobby into a mid-sized empire that now shipped his beer—named after his wife’s maiden name—worldwide.

      “But that’s not why I’m ringing you. It’s your sister. Kerry.”

      As if he’d more than one seven-years-younger sister to worry about. Fortunately not. One Kerry was enough for any brother to deal with. Joe removed one of his da’s new beers from the fridge and used the bottle opener tacked to the wall to open it.

      “What’s she gone and done now?”

      His mother heaved out a sigh. Hairs prickled at the back of Joe’s neck. It was the same sigh he’d heard every time one of the twins got into one form of trouble or another.

      “Oh shite, Mam—she’s not knocked up, is she?”

      “Joseph! No, she’s not knocked up.” Another sigh. “But she does have a new man.”

      The whip of tension that had gathered around his rib cage eased. “Kerry’s always got a new man.”

      “This one’s different. He’s…”

      The rib-cracking tightness returned. Kerry had hooked up with some unsavory characters before. While Joe might be a doctor, his younger brother Luke a computer guru, and Kerry’s twin, Kyle, an architect, none of the men who hadn’t treated their sister well had hung about long once the three Whelan brothers paid them a late-night visit.

      “He’s what?” Joe asked into the void. “And different how?”

      “He looks a bit rough, but he’s a nice lad—Aaron Parata’s his name. Works for one of the tourist companies driving a tour bus.”

      A bus driver? A rough-looking bus driver? That gave Joe a moment’s pause. “He’s not an ex-con or a gang member, is he?”

      Tutting sounds came from the other end of the line. “No, you great git, he’s not. And he treats our Kerry like a queen.”

      “So he should.”

      “Well, he does and all.” His mam cleared her throat. “And two nights ago, he asked our girl to marry him, and she said yes.”

      Joe’s fingertips loosened, and the bottle plummeted to the floor in an explosion of glass and beer.

      “What was that?”

      “The cat knocked a mug off the counter,” he said, moving away from the shards of jagged glass and the spreading puddle of his untasted beer. He leaned a hip against his ancient stainless steel kitchen counter, his distorted reflection in the now-dull steel staring back at him.

      “Son, you don’t have a—”

      “How long have they been together?” asked his mirror image with narrowed eyes, the deep lines etched into a brow partially hidden by the flop of his mud-brown hair.

      “Five months.” Her words were clipped, and worry infused them. “Living in sin for three.” A half-arsed chuckle followed that statement. “Granny Whelan’s words, not mine,” she added. “She’s a bit gobsmacked about it all, but she’ll come ’round.”

      Awkward silence followed. Awkward, because if Granny Whelan knew Kerry was living in sin for the past three months, then everyone in the Whelan clan knew. Except him. And the reason made the fries he’d eaten earlier at Due South sit like a paperweight in his gut.

      Sofia.

      Or, as per the Whelan family’s whispered legend, that redheaded tart who’d left Joe high and dry at the altar.

      “Kerry wasn’t going to tell me about getting hitched,” he said.

      “Yes, she was—she was. Just not for a while. She wanted to wait to find the right time to bring it up, you know?”

      When would the right time be? Probably after two years of dating, at least another two of living together, then he might be ready to hear his baby sister was ready for such a commitment. Not because he’d prejudged Aaron; he could be a feckin’ stand-up, solid guy. But Kerry, out of all his siblings, was in some ways the most like him. Like what he used to be.

      “Sees only the good in people,” his mam would say. “Gullible eejit,” his da would mumble. Joe had been blinded and emotionally burned beyond recognition once; he couldn’t let his sister go through the same with this Aaron character.

      “When’s the big day?” he asked, his steady voice a testament to his self-control since his tone reflected nothing of his white-knuckled grip on the phone.

      “Spring sometime. They haven’t set an official date yet.”

      The relief in his mam’s voice was palpable but spring? That was only months away!

      “I’m sure they’re not rushing into anything like—” She snipped off the last of her sentence as neatly as an infected toenail…and just as ugly.

      Like you did with Sofia.

      His mam and da never warmed to Sofia, though neither had admitted it aloud until later. Luke and Kyle had been working in the US while Joe had been entrenched in his whirlwind romance. By the time his brothers arrived back in the country a week before his wedding, Sofia had packed up her five suitcases and a dozen boxes from his Invercargill apartment and had disappeared from his life.

      Tiny shards of glass crunched under his boots as he skirted the mess on the floor and retrieved the dustpan and brush from the sink cabinet. Sofia was ancient history, dragged into the present by bumping into MacKenna and then by his mam’s revelation. Ancient history that was best read in a textbook with a cool, detached eye. Read and learned from.

      “Da and I just felt you should know,” his mam said. “So you’ll be prepared to at least act like you’re happy for our Kerry when she tells you.”

      “I’ll act like I don’t intend to lance her new fiancé like a pus-filled boil.” Joe tucked the phone between ear and shoulder and crouched beside the broken beer bottle. “Best I can do.”

      His ma chuckled and after a few more minutes of nattering, disconnected. Joe finished cleaning the last of the broken beer bottle and grabbed a fresh one, carrying it into the cottage’s cozy living room. He closed the drapes against the darkening skies above Oban, spits of rain pinging against the windowpanes. Then he lit the fire and stretched out on his sofa.

      Without permission, his mind drifted back to Due South and his first glimpse of the rumpled, red-faced blonde frozen in the doorway. He took his first sip from the bottle, savoring the taste.

      Sharp. Smoky. Full-bodied.

      His lips curved as he muffled a laugh with another sip and finally relaxed. They were three words he could also use to describe MacKenna Jones.
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* * *

      The next afternoon, Mac slipped another pin from between her lips and jabbed it through two layers of plain white cotton, forming another waist dart. Fortunately, after years of practice, her aim was true, and she didn’t stab Holly’s bare back beneath the fabric.

      “Perfect,” Mac said. “This’ll be my best one ever.”

      “I should hope so.” Holly cocked her head at the full-length mirror in the room she and Ford shared. “Since this is the first and last time you’ll ever make a wedding dress for your favorite cousin.”

      “As I said, perfect.” Mac wasn’t touching the “first and last time” statement with a ten-foot pole.

      In her life experience, both as owner of her bridal boutique, Next Stop, Vegas, and from her mother, Cheryl, who’d waltzed down the aisle three times so far, the big “M” often didn’t outlast the piece of wedding cake the bride put aside for her baby’s christening.

      But in Holly and Ford’s case, Mac really hoped they were the exception.

      Cue subject change. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay an extra night?” she asked, tapping Holly’s right hip so her cousin turned away from the mirror. Mac slid another pin into the slightly too loose side seam. “There’s no one booked?”

      Holly acted as landlord for the two small apartments that used to be Mrs. Dixon’s before the elderly lady was forced to move into a nursing home in Invercargill. Tourists rented the downstairs apartment during Oban’s spring and summer, and Holly’s employee, Rutna, rented Holly’s old apartment on the second floor.

      “Not for a couple of weeks. What tourist in their right mind wants to freeze their nuts off here in winter? And it’s fine; stay another night. The ferry will be running again tomorrow.”

      Thanks to the wildness of the weather, Mac had gotten little sleep the night before. Between the wind howling and Rutna’s baby upstairs crying, Mac was operating at only half capacity. Didn’t help that her brain kept reliving the humiliating encounter with Joe. Mac grimaced and stood up, her big toe aching beneath her sheepskin-lined Ugg boots. She’d packed the comfortable but battered boots to wear during her planned two-night stay—because as Holly pointed out, Oban in winter? Bloody freezing. Didn’t matter that spring was just around the corner; Stewart Island apparently didn’t adhere to such notions, and the sheer force of the wind and waves had cancelled all of Sunday’s ferry crossings.

      She could cope with one more night.

      Once Holly’s dress fitting was done, Mac was a free agent. If by free she meant returning to the apartment to curl up with her laptop and snail-slow Wi-Fi to continue last-minute details for a wedding she’d planned the next weekend. Curled up with her laptop and leftover penis cake, there was little risk of running into Joe again.

      The front door of Holly and Ford’s house crashed open, followed by multiple barks of male laughter and the thud-thud-thud of boots being kicked off in the hallway.

      “Crap!” Holly squeaked. “Ford and the guys are back.” She made shooing motions with her hands. “Go stop him from coming in here—it’s bad luck.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mac muttered around a mouthful of pins. She spat them out and poked them back into her wrist caddy. “What are they doing here anyway? Aren’t they watching the game at Harley’s?”

      On Ford’s twin brother’s enormous TV. The only way to watch the All Blacks kick the Wallabies asses, according to Ford, who’d greeted her at the door an hour ago.

      “Just go, Mac.”

      Mac strode over to the bedroom door and yanked it open. “I’m going, I’m go—”

      Joe stood on the other side, a fist still raised to knock. His presence, only an unexpected foot away, was like a one-two sucker punch to her diaphragm. His scent hit her first. An earthy combination of salt and woodsmoke rose from his woolen coat—the same one she’d worn yesterday, so he must’ve sneaked back to the hall—with an undertone of his cologne that she remembered too well. The spicy-warm smell floated down her windpipe and made the next inhale nearly impossible.

      His sleepy-blue gaze skimmed over her face. Her I’m just hanging with my girl no need for make up face she’d thrown on before she’d arrived at Holly’s. Mac’s scalp itched under his examination of her cable-knit sweater and thick leggings, the tingles spreading down to her Ugg boots.

      Gaining control of her body parts, MacKenna snapped shut her still parted mouth and folded her arms, trying—unsuccessfully—to block Joe’s view into the room behind her. “You can’t come in here.”

      “I think you mean the future groom can’t come in.” Joe’s chin rose and the indifferent mask vanished from his face, the corner of his eyes crinkling as he looked over the top of Mac’s head. “Howya, Holly?”

      “Mac’s using me as a pin cushion,” Holly said. “But she’s nearly done.”

      “Yeah?” Joe leaned a shoulder against the doorframe, the plaid shirt under his unbuttoned coat pulling taut across his broad chest. “Ford nominated me to tell you we’ll be taking over your telly for a bit. Bree booted us out at half time after we woke little Tāne from his nap.”

      He directed his comments behind Mac. As if she wasn’t glaring up at him from her height disadvantage. Her gaze scanned down his beige-colored jeans—which she had to admit he filled out in all the right places—to the dark-blue, obviously hand-knitted socks on his feet.

      Joe’s toes wiggled. “Like what you see?”

      Mac jerked her gaze upward—to the smirk curving Joe’s mouth. So the smug doctor thought she was checking him out? She formed her lips into a smile.

      “Possum-merino yarn?” she asked. “Did you knit them yourself?”

      “Not this particular pair.” Blue eyes clashed with hers. “But I’m handy with a needle…or a pair of them.”

      “It usually takes four to knit socks.”

      The bite of tart slipping off her tongue startled her back a step, her fingers dropping away from the door handle, which she hadn’t realized she’d been clenching. You’re going to stand here and argue with him over knitting techniques? Heat climbed past the cowl neckline of her sweater and prickled over her cheeks. Bane of being a blonde with fair skin, cherry-red embarrassment was dead obvious.

      Down the hallway from the direction of Holly and Ford’s living room, came the roar of a crowd over Ford’s surround-sound speakers.

      “The second half of the game is starting,” she said.

      “Who’s winning?” Holly leaned an arm on Mac’s shoulder. “No—don’t tell me,” she added before Joe could speak. “We’ll be out soon, so save us a seat?”

      “Sure.” Joe met Mac’s gaze once more and then turned away.

      Heat still scalding her cheekbones, she kept her chin tucked down as she unhooked the tape measure from around her neck and slid the pin caddy off her wrist. “You can get changed. I think we’re done here.”

      “Good.” Holly turned her back to MacKenna. “Unpin me, and let’s watch the mighty Blacks beat the Wallabies.”

      Endure another forty minutes trapped in close quarters with Joe? Not likely. Not when her language skills hadn’t improved with the man since the awkwardness yesterday. Mac quickly slid out the neat row of pins holding the back of the gown together.

      “There you go.” She wanted to yank the cotton shell off Holly, bundle it in the garment bag she’d brought, and make a run for it. But she was a grown-ass woman, so she’d be grown-assed about the situation…and hide in her cousin’s kitchen. “I’ll go and make a snack while you watch the game.”

      “Oooh. Make some of your to-die-for scones; the guys’ll love them.” Holly whipped around, and nearly lost her dress. She hugged the bodice close to her chest, her smile dreamy, whether it was from the thought of hot, buttery scones or from thinking about Ford currently cursing up a storm in the living room, Mac didn’t know.

      “Actually, better make a double batch because Ford—” Holly’s brow crumpled. “Are you okay? You’re a little flushed. Oh God—are you sick from running out in the cold yesterday?”

      That gave Mac a perfect excuse. Who wanted germ-laced scones?

      “I might be a little feverish.” She feigned a cough. “I should go home before I infect anyone else.”

      “And forgo the scones with butter and strawberry jam I now can’t stop thinking about?” Holly grinned at her. “We’ve all got cast iron stomachs, and I know the real reason you want to disappear.”

      The pin Mac held slipped and fell to the floor. “Really?”

      God, she sincerely hoped her cousin didn’t know. She bent and snatched up the pin and jammed it back into the caddy, keeping her guilty face averted from Holly.

      “You didn’t want to admit it in front of Joe in case it got back to Ford…”

      Mac’s heartbeat kick-started with a roar.

      “But you’re not a rugby fan,” Holly added with an arched eyebrow. “Unless at some point in the past couple of years, you suddenly came to your senses?”

      “Nope.” Huge, silent sigh of relief. “Bunch of hairy men in shorts running around a field after a pigskin—no offense to your hubby-to-be, of course.” And, now Mac was babbling. She backed out of the room and shut the door. “I’ll start on the scones,” she said to the closed door and then fled down the hallway.

      Grown-ass woman, she reminded herself as she stepped through the archway into Ford and Holly’s living room. She’d make scones and pretend she cared if the All Blacks won or lost, then she’d sneak out later, while everyone was eating and dissecting the game.

      The couch was packed with three big guys, all of them leaning toward the TV screen with rapt attention. Ford sat between his twin brother, Harley, and Ben Harland, another of the guys, married to one of the island’s school teachers. In front of the couch sprawled the two Westlake brothers, Del and Ryan, who only answered to “West,” both of whom kept Due South running like clockwork. In one of the room’s two armchairs, the town’s cop, Noah Daniels, sat sipping a glass of orange juice. In the other armchair, the one closest to the open-plan kitchen, slouched Joe. He also continued to stare at the screen as she slipped past him into the kitchen.

      A few minutes after Mac had dragged ingredients out of the pantry, Holly appeared wearing jeans and one of Ford’s hoodies. She draped herself onto her fiancé’s lap, laughing as the guys shifted from side to side trying to see past her.

      Ben got up from the couch with a disgruntled sigh and stepped over West’s and Del’s prone bodies to nudge Joe’s ankle. “Mate. Your turn to get the next round of drinks.”

      With an amicable shrug, Joe stood, and Ben slid into his vacated armchair.

      Joe picked up a few empties and headed toward the kitchen. That was Mac’s cue to tuck her head down and sift flour like a crazy woman, as if she hadn’t been studying him over the breakfast bar for the past five minutes. Only sort of, kinda observing where he was in relation to her, so she could ensure she was somewhere else.

      But it was hard to keep up the pretense of being somewhere else when Ford and Holly’s kitchen didn’t have a lot of wiggle room. Then Joe walked behind her to the recycling bin, his presence buffering her as if he wore one of those inflatable sumo wrestler suits. Mac focused on the mixing bowl and the chunks of yellow butter dusted by the sifting flour. Keep the ingredients forefront in her mind and the comical image of Joe the sumo wrestler out of her brain, and she’d get through the next two minutes.

      The fridge door hissed opened, glass rattled, then the door hissed closed again.

      She set aside the sifter and dug her fingers into the flour, squishing the softened chunks of butter into it and watching from the corner of her eye as Joe left the kitchen with a six-pack. See? She could totally do this. She rubbed her fingers more, and some of the tension spanning her shoulder blades melted.

      Until Joe stepped back into the kitchen with an empty glass and pulled the jug of orange juice from the fridge. He found a clear spot a little along the counter from where she stood and set down the jug. Mac worked the butter through the flour like a time-stressed contestant on MasterChef. These scones would be awesome—“b-awesome” as her cousin’s bestie, Shaye, often said. Either that or they’d be overmixed and solid as little pet rocks if Joe continued to stare at her. How did she know he was staring at her when her gaze was glued to her flour-dusted hands? The same way she’d once sensed the nun creeping around the classroom behind her and giving Mac the stinkeye for not taking notes fast enough.

      Joe moved closer, bringing with him the heady wash of his cologne. Well, that was something he didn’t have in common with a nun—a smell of sex and spice and all things nice. Plus, you know, he was minus the penguin suit that would’ve disguised some of the chest muscles his long-sleeved shirt exposed now he’d removed his coat.

      Nuns and sumo suits and sexy pecs? Good God, she was going insane.

      He stopped beside her, leaning a hip against the counter. “This evening’s ferry crossing has been cancelled due to the shite weather.”

      “I heard.” And thanks for the reminder that I’m stuck here another night.

      Not that she didn’t enjoy visiting Stewart Island. After all, she’d spent loads of time here when she was younger, hanging out with Holly and her friends during the summer holidays, and then in later years coming to partake in girls-only weekends. But the pleasure of the tiny town surrounded by acres upon acres of unspoiled native bush and beautiful but isolated beaches had vanished like magician’s smoke when Holly had casually mentioned a new GP had taken over for Doctor Dwight. Shite had been exactly what Mac had thought when she’d heard the new physician’s name was Joe Whelan.

      “Likely it’ll be running again in the morning,” he said.

      To keep up the appearance of politeness, she gave a quiet hum of agreement. The butter was well and truly cut into the flour now, the mixture fine and crumbly. Mac added the required milk and mixed briskly.

      Joe watched every movement as if he’d never seen a woman make a batch of scones before. Or perhaps he waited for confirmation that she really was leaving tomorrow and didn’t intend to bug him one moment longer than necessary.

      “And you’ll be able to get back to your satins and lace and bridezillas,” he added.

      “Bridezillas don’t faze me. I know how to handle them.”

      No, anxious brides didn’t disturb her equilibrium, not the way the man beside her did. She dug her fingers into the dough, squeezing the mixture as if she were squeezing Joe’s annoyingly talkative lips together.

      “I’m sure you know how to put a bitchy bride in her place if she pisses you off.”

      The edge in Joe’s voice grated down her backbone. They both knew which bitchy bride he referred to, and even though the sick feeling in her stomach made her want to retreat, Mac angled her chin, meeting his cool gaze.

      “If you have something to say about—” The name “Sofia” was on the tip of Mac’s tongue, but at the contraction of tiny muscles around Joe’s eyes and mouth, she swallowed it and lowered her voice. “About something, then spit it out.”

      Joe rocked back on his heels, staring down his straight nose at her, a small, bitter smile carved across his mouth. “Think I’d better keep my big gob shut before I say something I regret.”

      In a swift move, he poured orange juice into the glass.

      Mac dropped the lump of soft dough onto the flour-sprinkled countertop she’d prepared earlier. She thumped her fist down on it, shooting a sideways glance at Joe as he replaced the jug into the fridge.

      “You should try it sometime,” he added.

      He walked out of the kitchen and passed Noah the glass, then took the spot on the floor since Del had stolen Ben’s previous spot on the couch.

      Mac picked up the rolling pin and set to work on the scone dough. The wood, smooth under her fingertips, did little to ease the urge to pick the thing up and beat a confrontation out of him. That confrontation was a long time coming, and obviously she was a just a splinter under his fingernail, reminding him he’d lost the love of his life. So, four and a half years ago, maybe she should’ve kept her big gob shut.

      And maybe, if she hadn’t cared that Sofia would break Joe’s heart, she would’ve.
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      Four and a Half Years Earlier…

      

      MacKenna smoothed her palms across the cheap white satin covering a small table where her appointment diary and a vase of fake white roses sat. She’d been the proud owner of Invercargill Bridal for almost six months now but still operated in the red, even though she’d cut so many corners to buy the business her life was practically circular. The previous owner and her former employer/mentor, Tabitha Lowe, assured Mac it’d take a while for her to become accustomed to coming out from behind the sewing machine to deal with customers. What had she been thinking? Three years getting a diploma in fashion design and another two working to become Tabby’s right-hand woman didn’t qualify Mac to know how to deal with pain-in-the-ass clients.

      Speaking of whom…

      Sofia Douglas. Final fitting. Written in Mac’s carefully formed script under today’s date in her diary. Professionalism had prevented her from adding world-class bitch to the note.

      Twenty-four years old, a wannabe model moonlighting as a receptionist, Ms. Douglas and Mac only had age in common. Sofia and her mother had spent the past two consultations and first fitting appointments bickering and virtually ignoring Mac’s every suggestion. Mac had gathered every scrap of patience she’d gained from years of dealing with her mother’s dramas and had continued to smile ever so politely.

      This time—according to a brusque phone conversation—Sofia wasn’t bringing her mother along. Thank God. Two Douglas women in the same room again…

      MacKenna straightened the plain white shirt she wore over her knee-length skirt and winced as the back of her heel rubbed in the sensible black pump. Professional, she reminded herself, bending to adjust the Band-Aid she’d applied to hopefully prevent the appearance of the mother of all blisters. If she was professional and kept chill, she’d soon be selling more of her one-of-a-kind bridal designs and less of the hire-a-dress gowns hanging along one wall of the shop.

      The bell above the door tinkled, and Mac jumped in her chair as Sofia Douglas swept inside. Not an auburn hair on her head dared to be out of place, and not a wrinkle creased her white linen dress that lovingly skimmed over the woman’s whippet-thin limbs and stopped short enough to highlight her long bare legs and sky-high heels. Mac shoved aside a whole barrage of envious feels. Such as why couldn’t she wear a white dress without getting at least one coffee drip on it by morning tea? Or explain how heels on a woman like Sofia made her legs appear a mile long but on Mac made her look like a kid dressing up in her mum’s shoes? Or…

      The next not-so-charitable thought evaporated out of her head when a man stepped inside the shop after Sofia and shut the door. Taller even than Sofia, who was fairly tall for a woman, the man had broad shoulders filling out his pale-blue business shirt in the nicest possible way. He was clean-shaven and had clipped, short brown hair—a good-looking guy, no doubt about it. Easy on the eyes, a man you’d probably give a real number to at a pub rather than a fake one, but perhaps not a guy you’d nudge your girlfriends over with an OMFG hottie-alert expression.

      Mac’s gaze zipped down, catching a glimpse of overexposed cleavage since her white shirt had slipped a button while she had been bent over adjusting her shoe. She rose to her feet, quickly refastening the button so her boobs weren’t hanging out. But no matter—the man hadn’t taken his adoring gaze off Sofia.

      “Good morning.” Mac was pretty certain her smile nailed professional and polite, yet Sofia’s gaze gave her the once-over with dismissive disdain clear as day in her cinnamon-colored eyes.

      “Hi.”

      Sofia’s expression was as emotionless as that of a porcelain doll until she turned her face toward the man at her side. Then it was like watching a mannequin come to life in a creepy horror movie. Her glossed lips parted in a siren’s smile, and she leaned into him, sliding her hand around his arm and gripping his biceps.

      “This is my fiancé, Joe Whelan,” she said. “Doctor Joe Whelan.”

      Mac waited for a moment to see if Sofia’s introduction would include introducing her to the fiancé. Evidently, Mac was merely the help and not important enough to acknowledge. Sofia tilted her chin up at her doctor and murmured something that made him smile.

      “Behave, you fine thing,” he said.

      A hot pinprick of awareness stabbed deep inside Mac. Dr. Joe Whelan’s smile and Dr. Joe Whelan’s voice with the lilt of Ireland in it took him from good-looking well into the OMFG hottie-alert zone. Maybe beyond it.

      And that had to stop right bloody now.

      “I’m MacKenna Jones, owner of Invercargill Bridal.” Mac stepped forward with an extended hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Joe dragged his gaze from his upturned fiancée’s face and met Mac’s greeting with a brisk handshake and another melt-your-panties smile. Okay, maybe it melted Mac’s panties, but she retained enough semblance of sanity to recognize the reaction was hers alone. His smile contained nothing more than the warm friendliness of a confident-with-himself man.

      “Pleasure’s all my own,” he said, tucking Sofia closer into his side. “Since you’re the one doing a grand job making my beautiful bride-to-be look even more beautiful on our big day.”

      Sofia beamed, all but preening under the praise. The glance she shot Mac overran with syrupy smugness. See? her eyes seemed to say. I’m beautiful, and I brought down a sexy doctor like a hunter brings down a prize buck.

      “You’re too sweet for me, baby,” Sofia all but purred. “Paying for our wedding and insisting on buying me the perfect dress.”

      Another narrow-lashed gaze was aimed at Mac, in case she’d somehow missed that Sofia had bagged herself a wealthy man. Good for her. And more fool him if he only wanted a pretty face on his arm and wasn’t worried about the ugliness Mac was afraid lay just beneath Sofia’s surface.

      Or possibly Mac was letting the baggage from her mother’s trail of wreckage through three failed marriages color her opinion of Sofia.

      “I have your dress ready to try on, if you’d like to come with me?”

      “Okay. You can run along, baby. I’ll miss you.” Sofia rose on the tiptoes of her scarily high heels and pulled her fiancé’s face down for a kiss. One that involved more of Sofia’s tongue than Mac was comfortable witnessing.

      Could she just say ewwwww?

      Mac turned away from Sofia’s vigorous cleaning of Joe’s tonsils and collected her tape measure and pin caddy from a small drawer under the table. The sucky-face noises finally stopped, and Mac figured it was safe to turn around. Sofia was giggling softly and wiping lip gloss off Joe’s mouth with her fingertips. The man looked as if he’d been whacked over the head with a two-by-four, and Mac refused to glance down at the front of his gray suit pants.

      Pasting on her brightest there’s nothing crass about PDA smile, Mac kept her gaze away from Joe’s groin and pinned to a spot just behind his right ear. “I’ll have Sofia back with you in an hour or so.”

      Earlier if she could manage it. The thought of spending any longer with her made Mac’s skin crawl.

      “I’ve got to nip into the hospital to check on a young lad before surgery anyway.” Joe stroked a palm down Sofia’s bare arm. “Better not stand around gawping at you in your dress since it’s bad luck.”

      Then with a quick kiss to the top of Sofia’s head, he was gone.

      Once the bell had finished tinkling above the door, Sofia’s sweet smile evaporated.

      “You’ve got thirty minutes.” Her heels clicked on the hardwood floor toward the boutique’s single dressing room. “I’m meeting my friends at eleven.”

      Twenty minutes of adjusting, measuring, and pinning passed. Mac moved around Sofia, shaping what would be the most gorgeous gown she’d ever made. A gown destined for a woman who’d spent the entire time on her phone and had barely glanced in the dressing room’s full-length mirror.

      Sofia’s phone buzzed again, this time a call. The dressing room was so deathly silent—aside from the soft classical music piped into the room—that Mac could hear both sides of the conversation. After a few moments of gratingly loud laughter, she tuned out—until a screeched comment from the woman on the other end of the line raised the hairs on Mac’s nape.

      “You went home with the guy from Finnegan’s after we’d finished partying, didn’t you? God, you’re such a slut.”

      Mac’s finger’s pinched tight on the pinhead she’d just slipped through a seam to narrow the gown’s tapered skirt. Her gaze flicked up to Sofia, who continued to study her own reflection with a bored smirk. If Sofia’s eyes rolled any harder in her head, they’d pop out and spin across the floor. Either the woman was unaware her private conversation wasn’t private, or she didn’t care that Mac couldn’t help but overhear.

      Sofia braced a hand on her hip then flinched, uttering a muffled curse as a pin pricked her finger. She glared down with a furrowed brow, and Mac offered an apologetic smile. Though she wasn’t apologetic. In fact, she hoped it hurt like hell. A blotchy pink stain spread over Sofia’s cheeks, and she arched her chin away from Mac.

      “I can neither confirm nor deny,” she said into the phone.

      She definitely wasn’t aware that Mac could hear her friend’s question then—since anyone in their right mind who lived in a small city like Invers knew how fast gossip spread when it involved an engaged woman hooking up with a non-fiancé in a bar. And there was little doubt in Mac’s mind that she had. She’d heard too many bullshit stories and self-delusions from her mother over the years to miss the obvious signs of a woman lying her ass off.

      “What happens in Finnegan’s stays in Finnegan’s, eh?” the tinny voice said. “You’re not going to do it again, though, right? Imagine if Joe found out—shit, Sof. He’d dump you faster than you could say ‘too many dirty martinis.’”

      “He’s not going to—” Sofia snapped her mouth shut and full-body clenched, her teeny-tiny buttocks tensing under the silky fabric. “Look, I’ll give you all the deets at Finnegan’s on Friday night while we discuss party plans. After eight, okay?” With one long fingernail, she tapped her phone and ended the call.

      “My maid of honor’s organizing a hen’s night,” Sofia said in a we girls have to stick together tone. “She’s worried Joe’ll gate-crash the party.” Angling a hip, she pretended sudden interest in the way the gown draped over her butt.

      “And will he?” And if he did, would he find his fiancée in the middle of a lap dance?

      “Oh no. Parties aren’t Joe’s thing.”

      In the mirror’s reflection, Sofia’s glossy lips thinned for a moment then stretched into a snake’s smile.

      “He’s more of a stay at home with a few scoops and a rugby match on the telly,” she added in a patronizingly fake Irish accent. She flicked her hair over her shoulder. “He’s happy for me to go out with my friends and have fun.”

      Mac made a noncommittal hum in her throat. Happy? The memory of Joe gazing so adoringly at Sofia trapped Mac’s breath within a ribcage made of cold steel. He was happy for her to go out with her friends and have fun because he trusted her. Trusted that the woman he was to marry loved him the way he obviously loved her. Trusted Sofia the way Mac’s father had once trusted her mother. But her dad had his heart broken anyway.

      Mac straightened so fast from a crouch her kneecaps popped. “Friends are important.”

      And so were loyalty, fidelity, mutual respect—at least in her world.

      “Super true. And YOLO, right?” Sofia laughed.

      The sound shredded Mac’s last nerve, and her back molars clicked together. She was done. Done-burger.

      “I want to pick up my dress tomorrow afternoon. By three,” Sofia added, back to her normal, imperious bitch self.

      Which meant Mac was in for a late night finishing the last-minute alterations, but right now she just wanted the woman out of her hair.

      “Of course.” Her stomach churned as she unzipped the gown so Sofia could get changed.

      She slipped out of the room, not even waiting this time as she usually did to carefully hang the gown back up. As far as Mac was concerned, the hours and hours of painstaking work she’d spent on that dress were wasted. She darted into the boutique’s little storage room/office and found her purse, left beside two big sample books of wedding fabrics. She yanked out her phone and hit the number for her best friend in the world.

      “Reid?” she said when he answered.

      “I’m about to enter a meeting; make it quick.”

      Reid’s voice automatically created a barrier from the prickly, ugly feeling skittering over her skin—regardless that his words were brusque to the point of rude. Reid was one person she never had to pull punches with and vice versa. They’d gone to design school together for the first two years until Reid dropped out to care for his mother, diagnosed with terminal breast cancer. Now he worked as an event planner in Queenstown, putting all his borderline-OCD organizational skills to good use.

      “I need you Friday night, Bean.”

      “Time, place, dress code?” he asked.

      Her heart gave a little happy squeeze that, as usual, Reid would break plans in an instant if she said she needed him.

      “Nine at Finnegan’s. Dress-code: boom-you’re-pregnant hot.”

      And he’d pull off the look with ninety-nine percent of the women in Finnegan’s. Once a six-foot-three string bean, Reid was now packed out with hard-earned muscle. Her blond, good-looking mate usually made an impact with the ladies. True—of those ninety-nine women, ninety-eight of them would write him off as gay once they found out he used to be the most incredible designer-slash-sewer. But those who bothered to look past the stereotype were lucky enough to discover a passionate, driven, straight man with an unrivalled sense of loyalty.

      Reid gave a soft snort. “What the hell are you up to, Mac? Trying to make some poor guy jealous?”

      “Yeah.” Mac’s stomach lurched. “But not in the way you think.”

      She needed him to be the bait in a honey trap before Sofia ruined a good man’s life.
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      The Wallabies got their arses handed to them by the All Blacks because they played like the ball was a greased piglet. No wonder they lost, the bunch of muppets. And after ripping the piss with the guys and Holly about the game, Joe waved away Harley’s offer of a lift. Mac had already slipped away without a word sometime during the shove-fest of seven grown men falling onto her hot-from-the-oven scones like a pack of wolves.

      He needed to clear the cobwebs and get a bleedin’ grip on things. Though the wind shoved icy fingers down the back of his neck, his cheeks burned hot as he was blown along the foreshore road. More luck finding a four-leaf clover than preventing himself eyeballing the road to Holly’s old place, where MacKenna stayed now, Joe shoved his hands deeper into the pockets of his coat and kept walking.

      Keep my big gob shut—you should try it sometime…

      Just grand. He’d allowed his irritation with the woman to loosen his tongue and ended up acting like a prize wanker. Again.

      Joe slammed into his cottage and swapped his jeans for compression leggings and a ratty hoodie. He shoved on his perfectly broken-in boots, snagged a parka and his prepared daypack, and was back out the door into the oncoming shite weather. Not a runner like some of his mates, he’d burn off his mood with a couple of hours hiking along the Rakiura Track. Better than stewing in his own foul juices, staring at his living room walls, and driving himself doolally.

      After two hours of splashing through puddles and being continually slapped in the face with salt spray and sand whipping off the first part of the coastal walk, Joe strode back under the giant anchor sculpture which marked the beginning of the Rakiura Track. Alternately hot from the exertion and chilled from the bitter wind, he was logical enough to know he should haul his arse home into a hot shower. But restlessness still scurried up and down his body in an itch he couldn’t quite reach.

      In four years he’d never had any sort of conversation with MacKenna while she’d been in Oban. He’d figured out pretty quickly once he’d realized her connection with Holly that MacKenna had never mentioned that she and he had a history. And by “history” he meant Mac had orchestrated then witnessed the most humiliating moments of Joe’s life. So it got on his wick that in the past twenty-four hours he’d been off his game. He’d tried to play it cool and had failed. Utterly failed.

      He dithered at the turn off point to his cottage. Hot shower? Or apologize to MacKenna Jones for being an arsehole? He grimaced and carried on past his cottage. Even though what he’d said to MacKenna was true, Joe had some sense with women. Letting them think they were in the right would get him off the hook.

      And by “off the hook” he meant she could return to ignoring him, and he could go back to only occasionally thinking about her big green eyes and the explosively sexy package contained in her small frame.

      And by “occasionally” he meant for days after she showed up in Oban. Or if he overheard her name mentioned. Or whenever he was forced to listen to Ford laughingly bemoan his and Holly’s wedding plans.

      Shite.

      Joe arrived at the two-story house that Holly used to live in and run her hair styling business from before she moved into her new salon. He hesitated at the path that followed the side of the house down to the lower apartment, scrubbing a hand over his head. Sweat-soaked strands stuck up all over the place. He was overdue for a visit to Holly’s new salon, for sure. And look at him, stalling at the thought of seeing MacKenna while he wasn’t at his best. As if she’d even notice.

      Music thumped from the direction of the bottom apartment. Joe cocked his head at the synthesized beat, his lips curving against his will into a smile as he recognized the late Whitney Houston singing about wanting to dance with somebody. He glanced at the darkened top apartment, expecting to see Rutna—who was even tinier than MacKenna—shoot out of the front door in a rolling ball of fury at the music volume. But the song continued without neighborly interference, so Joe headed down the path.

      All the lights were on inside the lower apartment, the living room drapes wide open. Joe got a perfect view of MacKenna clutching an imaginary mic and dancing around the room. She still had on the leggings from earlier in the day, but she’d lost the baggy sweater and instead wore a skimpy camisole. And Holy Mother of God, she’d ditched her bra. Less than ten seconds of watching her breasts bounce and sway as she moved in time to the music and he was rock hard, his dick being strangled by his compression shorts. MacKenna did some sort of twerking move, her perfect jiggling butt cheeks aimed at the window. He bit back a groan.

      Was she trying to kill him?

      MacKenna whipped around—still not spotting him gawping at her like a peeping Tom, thankfully—and scooped up a black cat from the armchair.

      Oh. She’d been twerking for the cat.

      The thought made the reflection of himself in the window grin like a loon.

      Diablo, Mrs. Dixon’s chubby fur baby, who couldn’t be accommodated in the nursing home, lived with Holly and Ford part time and stayed part time with Rutna or whoever else would feed him. That Diablo would allow MacKenna to grab his paw and boogie another circuit of the room with him proved the woman must have some kinship with the sly feline creature.

      Diablo, deciding he was done being a dancing queen, pulled his paw from her grip and lashed out with his claws. MacKenna swore, dropping the cat like a hot potato and cupping her boob in one hand. She also chose that moment to look up from the retreating cat to see Joe standing outside her window.

      The window frame was above crotch level, so at least she couldn’t see the evidence of his lustful spying. He raised a hand in greeting then pointed in the direction of the front door. Her jaw sagged and “how long have you been standing there?” might as well have been stenciled across her face, but she strode out of the living room.

      Stretching the hoodie down over one helluva boner, Joe waited for the front door to open. Whitney had given way to U2’s Bono still not finding what he was looking for. Something he had in common with his fellow Dubliner.

      MacKenna flung open the door, all five foot and a smidgeon of ’tude with a side of go away, you pervert, wearing a thin white cardigan that she held closed over her chest in a white-knuckled fist. She didn’t speak, just stared at him as U2 continued to blast from the living room. Joe’s gaze dropped to MacKenna’s hand and slightly to the side, where two red spots had soaked through the fabric.

      “Why is there always blood spilled when we meet?” he asked in lieu of a less polite greeting, such as, you have the most amazing rack. Yep, he was going to hell for looking at her as a desirable woman. As opposed to a woman he was about to apologize to so he could pry her from under his skin and get back to normality.

      “Because you can’t stand to be on the same landmass as me, let alone in the same room?”

      Joe dipped his chin. “No, I mean literally. You’re bleeding.”

      Her gaze shot down to her chest, and she peeled open one side of the cardigan, revealing an equally blood-soaked camisole…and a perfectly shaped breast and nipple jutting against the thin fabric.

      He wasn’t going to hell. He was in hell. Tempted by Lucifer himself to reach out and rub his thumb over the stiffened peak.

      She dropped the cardigan edge back into place. “Damn cat. What is wrong with him?”

      Joe finally rerolled his tongue off Mrs. Dixon’s doorstep and muttered an answer. “Obviously, he objected to being waltzed around the living room.”

      “We weren’t waltzing. I was having a dance off. A private dance off.”

      “A dance off?”

      “It’s a great stress reliever,” she said.

      He knew a better one.

      Jaysus, man. Enough, already.

      Joe cleared his throat, shifting the light weight of the backpack hung over his shoulder and blurting out the first thing that popped into his brain, since his conversational skills had gone arseways. “You like eighties music?”

      “I do. Some of the most incredible artists were big in the eighties. The music’s fun and somehow purer. Of course, back then, there was only the threat of nuclear war and the size of shoulder pads to worry about.”

      She slipped a hand under her cardigan, pressing against the spot where she was bleeding. The motion—and perhaps the sting of the scratches—seemed to make her realize they were still standing in her doorway.

      “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “Can I come in?” Another wind gust slammed around the corner of the house and buffeted him a step closer to her.

      “Why?”

      Her tone and the soft crumpling of her forehead told him she was genuinely confused, not antagonistic.

      “Why would you want to come in?” she clarified. Her gaze dropped to her chest, and her mouth curved down. “I definitely don’t need a doctor to treat a couple of cat scratches, thanks.”

      The thought had crossed his mind; he couldn’t deny it. He showed her his harmless GP smile. “They can get nasty if infection sets in. I should take a look.”

      She snorted and folded her arms tighter over her breasts. “In your dreams.”

      “Then perhaps you could make me a cup of tea since my arse is near frozen off, and we can have an adult conversation. Without an audience.”

      Her pretty green eyes said talking to him was the last thing she wanted, but she dipped her chin in polite resignation and backed up a step.

      “There are tea bags in the kitchen,” she said, “but since you invited yourself in, you can make your own while I clean these scratches.”

      She whirled around and disappeared into the bathroom.

      Familiar with the place from when Mrs. Dixon—or Dixie, as everyone called her—lived there, Joe toed off his boots and strolled into the living room that led to a small kitchen. First, he found MacKenna’s phone and silenced Bono. Then he flicked on the kettle and found the pottery jar marked tea. Sniffing the tea bags inside, he smiled. Rutna and Holly had kept up Dixie’s tradition of only buying top-quality tea, not that vile, cheap stuff that was often nicknamed Gumboot tea.

      While he waited for the kettle to boil, he pulled a mug from a shelf in the cabinet, hesitated, then grabbed a second. Possibly he was arming a woman with a weapon that could inflict some degree of agony if the contents were poured onto his groin.

      He placed both mugs on the counter, dumping a tea bag in each. He angled his head toward the hallway but was met with silence. Just how good of a first aid kit did that bathroom contain? Grinding out a belly deep sigh, he poured the boiling water into the mugs.

      Not his circus, not his monkeys.

      Even through a haze of lust and humor while she’d danced, he’d wondered if her toe was better. Because he was a doctor, and he’d become a doctor because he hated seeing people in pain. Like his uncle Liam back in Dublin. At age thirteen, Joe had gone to visit Uncle Liam one last time before bowel cancer finally took him. The painfully thin man who’d once tossed Joe in the air as if he weighed nothing hadn’t recognized his nephew, and kept calling Joe “Albert”—the name of a childhood friend, Joe’s da had explained later. His da had clapped a hand on Joe’s shoulder as they’d left the hospital.

      “I’m sorry you had to see him like that,” he’d said. “Feckin’ doctors. If they’d only figured out what was wrong with him sooner.”

      And so Joe had determined to be better than those feckin’ doctors and save people like his Uncle Liam.

      He caught a sound of scuffed footsteps from the doorway behind him and turned. A furry lump twisted between his ankles, letting out an indignant yowl when Joe’s foot clipped some part of the cat’s body. Diablo streaked out of the kitchen, stopped abruptly at the halfway point in the living room, and proceeded to give his arse a thorough cleaning.

      “Tried tangling with you, did he?” MacKenna continued into the living room, crouching to scratch Diablo’s head.

      “That cat is the very devil himself,” Joe said. “You heard about him tripping up Dixie?”

      MacKenna had changed out of the tiny camisole, and a bra had made a reappearance; he could see a black strap under the wide neck of the cable-knit sweater—the same one she’d had on earlier. Her long hair spilled over her shoulder and spread fan like over her face as she continued to pet the cat. A loud rumbling purr started up, and the contrary animal bumped her thigh with his head then stood on his back legs, front paws on her knee, demanding to be picked up.

      “Many times. He just wants to be close to people. Don’t you, baby?” MacKenna scooped him up, planting a kiss on Diablo’s head.

      It was a sad, sorry day when a man found himself wanting to be a cat just so MacKenna would call him “baby” in that sexy voice of hers. And kiss him—though maybe not just on the forehead.

      Joe snatched the milk carton from the fridge and poured a dash into each cup. Too bad if she didn’t take her tea with it. He scooped out each tea bag and threw them into the trash, then carried the mugs to the coffee table, giving woman and cat a wide berth.

      “Isn’t this the same creature that clawed you a few minutes ago?” he said, unable to tear his gaze away from MacKenna practically having a snog-fest with the animal.

      “He was acting on instinct, defending himself. There wasn’t any malice in it.”

      MacKenna rested her chin on top of Diablo’s head. The cat craned his furry face around to stare at Joe with a slitted and decidedly smug gaze, rumbling like a V8 engine.

      “And I don’t hold a grudge,” she added.

      Not like you do, her tone implied.

      Yeah, well, she might be right about that. He sat on one end of the three-seater couch, and MacKenna surprised him by taking the other end instead of the armchair. Diablo squirmed in her arms, so she put him on the middle cushion, where he resumed grooming his hindquarters.

      Just grand. A right fine way to dredge up the past. With a fat, arse-cleaning cat between them, and Joe suffering a brain freeze on what he wanted to say.

      Oh, right—the let’s get back to ignoring each other apology.

      Except looking at MacKenna now, a dimple popping out on her cheek as she struggled not to laugh at Diablo who was—Jaysus—really enthusiastic about his personal hygiene, Joe found it tough to convince himself that ignoring her was what he wanted.

      Take your medicine, Joe. You’re a doctor, aren’t you, ya dope?

      “I’m sorry, MacKenna,” he said. Was that his voice melting like syrup on saying her name?

      She picked up her mug, crinkled her nose, and set it down again. “You weren’t to know I don’t take milk in my tea. But thanks for the thought.”

      “Not what I meant.”

      She knew it, too, since apparently the cat—who’d now moved on to washing the area where his bollocks had once been—was way more interesting than making eye contact with Joe.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything about you keeping your mouth shut,” he said.

      “Big gob, I believe, were your exact words.”

      Her gaze switched from the cat to his mouth, and the lingering caress of that heated glance suddenly made him wonder what he was doing, dragging up the past, which couldn’t be changed anyway.

      “Big gob comes from the Irish words for ‘very attractive lips.’”

      Those green eyes flicked up to his, creasing in the corners as she laughed. “You’re full of it.”

      Then some of the humor dancing in her eyes drained away, and the curve of her very attractive lips straightened and thinned.

      “You were right then, and you’re right now. I should’ve minded my own business.”

      “If it were you,” he said quietly, “would you have wanted to know, wanted someone to tell you what you couldn’t see for yourself?”

      She stroked a hand down Diablo’s spine, and the animal leaned into it, the purring ratcheting up a notch.

      “Would you want to hear that the person you loved didn’t love you in return?” he asked, leaning forward to still her hand on Diablo’s back. “That they were, in fact, only in love with the idea of your perceived net worth and that of your family?”

      She met his gaze straight on then. “Yes,” she said. “I would. But I guess I would’ve preferred to hear it from someone who loved me, not from a stranger.”

      And back then, MacKenna had been a stranger—or very nearly one. He remembered walking in the door of her bridal boutique for the first time, seeing the petite and pretty blonde who displayed a natural warmth as she shook his hand. He remembered thinking, as he’d left his fiancée in the shop, that the owner was attractive in a cute, girl-next-door way. Though not stop your heart gorgeous like Sofia, who’d captured his entire focus from the day she started as the receptionist at the Invercargill medical center where he worked.

      In hindsight, he could now interpret MacKenna’s body language that day toward Sofia as conveying restrained dislike. During those first turbulent weeks after Sofia left, he’d had the full Sofia-fuelled wrathful support of his family at his back, and a few, “I always suspected” comments from his parents and “What a bloody skank” remarks from his siblings. But would he have listened to them if they’d criticized Sofia before? If, after meeting her for the first time, his mam and da had been brutally honest instead of tactfully suspicious?

      “Sometimes strangers can see things more clearly than the people who care about you,” he said. “And if you hadn’t taken action, I would’ve married her and likely been divorced within a year.”

      Both thoughts contributed equally to the sinking sensation in his gut. If not for MacKenna, he’d have gone through with the wedding. Maybe he’d have found out Sofia’s true nature in a few months, or maybe it would’ve taken years. Either option would’ve meant a painful and expensive mistake. He’d been blindly in love with her, but in an instant, that love had died.

      Love was fickle that way. In love one minute, out of it the next. And he guessed that went both ways. Sofia had walked away from him first, kicked his arse to the curb, as the saying went. They’d avoided the messiness of an extended, painful breakup. For that, he could almost—almost—thank her.

      “I’m just sorry you had to find out the shitty way you did,” Mac said. “For the hurt and embarrassment I caused both you and your family.” Her voice softened on the last words.

      “I dodged a bullet, as far as my family’s concerned.”

      Diablo, deciding in feline subtlety that the absence of stroking and the weight of two human hands on him was too great, turned and nipped Joe’s wrist. Joe yanked his hand away with a muttered curse, keeping his eyes averted from MacKenna while his gut continued to twist and turn. He actually appreciated the timing of Diablo’s bad temper because Joe had no right and no reason to keep his hand on hers. He’d enjoyed the feel of her soft skin under his palm just a little too much.

      Joe gulped down his tea—burning the roof of his mouth a little in his haste—and stood.

      “And as far as you’re concerned?” MacKenna asked.

      As far as he was concerned? More clichéd phrases jumped into his mind.

      Plenty more fish in the sea. Better off without her. Time heals all wounds.

      That it did—but scar tissue could last a lifetime. He opened his mouth to offer a flippant comment and instead said, “You did me a favor. I should buy you a beer sometime to thank you.” As if she were one of the lads or a mate.

      Hell. What was that all about? But it was too late to rephrase the veiled invitation to spend time with him. Too late to deny that a part of him really wanted to spend more time with her.

      MacKenna offered him a leashed smile and made a polite noise in the back of her throat.

      “No thanks necessary,” she said, also standing. “Like you, I imagine, I’d rather forget the whole thing.”

      When he continued to stand looking at her like a big gammy eejit, Mac snatched up her mug—nearly slopping her untouched tea over the side—and scuttled into the kitchen.

      “Do you mind taking Diablo outside with you?” she said, safely behind the kitchen counter. “He should get the hint to go home where he’s wanted.”

      “Sure.” Because what else could he say when it was obvious that Mac wanted him out of the house just as much as the cat? Both males had outstayed their welcome. “See y’round, then.”

      Joe scooped up the black cat, who strained to head butt Joe’s chin in misplaced affection. He carried the cat into the hallway and jammed his feet into his hiking boots, not bothering to tie the laces.

      The cat’s sudden change of heart wouldn’t last long once Joe booted Diablo out into the cold. And neither would Joe’s warm fuzzy moments that rose during his interaction with Mac.
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      It was midmorning two days later when Joe finally hit State Highway 6 that led north from Invercargill to the tourist capital of the South Island, Queenstown, where he planned to casually stop by and take his sister to lunch. He counted himself fortunate that for all Stewart Island’s harsh winters, the one good thing for a doctor was the slowing down of patients at the little medical center. Aside from the normal rounds of the flu, the persistent coughs, and everyday illnesses and injuries, during winter Joe had a little more spare time on his hands. Come spring, leading into the high season of summer, the influx of hikers and tourists would keep him and Maggie busy. But he enjoyed the slower pace; it gave him a chance to breathe and catch up with his friends and family on the mainland.

      He’d made good time on the mostly two-lane highway, and he rolled down the window, breathing in a lungful of fresh air, his gaze skimming over green field after green field. He punched a button on the dashboard and the car’s stereo kicked on, blasting the local radio station into the car. Joe sang along as he drove through the tiny township of Kingston on the shores of Lake Wakatipu.

      The narrow part of the deep-blue lake stretched out into the distance until it bumped against the towering, snow-covered peaks that surrounded the Z-shaped lake. Breathtaking was the only adjective to describe this part of the country. The lakes, the mountains, the sprawling magnificence…

      Foreigner’s “I Want To Know What Love Is” came over the speakers.

      His brain automatically zoomed back to when he’d stopped for coffee at The Great Flat White Cafe on Oban’s wharf yesterday morning. He’d spotted MacKenna’s flyaway blond hair whipping around her face as she boarded the ferry. His heart had thudded so loudly he’d given Erin, serving at the counter, a concerned glance in case she’d heard the thunder of it. But she’d continued to make polite small talk as she snapped the lid on his to-go espresso. Joe had mentally kicked his arse a half-dozen times for considering that the hollowness aching in his gut was due to something other than a need for one of Erin’s famous muffins. So he’d bought two, eating one defiantly on the way back to the medical center and his first patient of the day.

      Joe gripped the steering wheel, goose bumps rising along his arms as Lou Gramm sang about having lived with heartache and pain and then finding the courage to change his lonely life. Lonely? He wasn’t lonely. He had his family, his work, and his mates, and he was part of a close-knit community that’d quickly accepted “that Irish fella” as one of its own. And he also had the occasional woman sharing his bed.

      He scrubbed the heel of his palm down the length of his denim-covered thigh and grimaced. Yeah, and it’d been a while now since some fine thing had warmed his sheets for more than a weekend hookup.

      He still wasn’t lonely.

      Joe punched another button on the stereo and got another radio station. Heart’s, “Alone.” Shite. He hit it again. John Waite’s “Missing You.” Was the universe screwing with him? Eighties music from one feckin’ end of the dial to the other, as if all the DJs had conspired to make him think of MacKenna.

      He twisted the off knob and listened instead to the rush of wind through the open windows as he guided the car around the sharp turns following Lake Wakatipu into Queenstown.

      The Alpine-styled tourist town was packed with just that—tourists. People with cameras looped around their necks, trying to line up shots of the snow-capped Southern Alps in the background, people in ski jackets and pants, snowboards tucked under their arms or skis on their shoulders, people spilling out of the town’s cafes and pubs and into the many narrow streets in the town’s center. Parking, of course, was a nightmare—and forget about admiring Queenstown’s famous lakefront drive; he wasn’t barking mad.

      Joe finally pushed open the tour company door, and Kerry, seated behind the reception desk, a headset hooked over her dark-brown hair, glanced up, her eyes flying open wide. Freckles danced across her cheekbones as she smiled at him, holding up an index finger to indicate she’d be just a moment.

      Since Kerry was in the office alone, Joe wandered over to the desk and perched on the edge, studying his sister out of the corner of his eye. She didn’t look any different than she had the last time he’d seen her, six months ago at their mam’s birthday party in Nelson. Same long, dead-straight brown hair, same green-blue eyes and the same smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks—freckles she’d tried to remove by dabbing hydrogen peroxide on them morning and night when she was a teenager.

      He grinned, his gaze skimming down to the massive handbag she lugged everywhere with her, dumped beside her chair. A hairbrush handle, two bottles of something, and a folded sheet of Happy Birthday wrapping paper spilled out from the bag’s bulging sides. And—Joe’s eyes narrowed—a glossy magazine with a cover showing a beaming young woman in a white gown surrounded by a plethora of flowers.

      Huh. Well, now.

      Kerry disconnected from the call and pulled off the headset, swiveling to face him in her office seat. “Come to take me to lunch, have you? Good, I’m starving.”

      “So long as you behave, I’ll spend a few quid to see you’re fed and watered,” Joe said. “But no opting for salad then stealing my bloody chips.”

      “Stolen chips always taste the best, you git.” Kerry snickered and bent to shove the contents of her bag back inside. “Fancy trying a new cafe that’s opened on the Mall? We can laugh at the tourists queuing up like lemmings ready to be hurled up and down the Kawarau River.”

      “Don’t you take bookings for that jet boat company here?” he asked as she stood and pulled on her coat.

      She slung the bag over her shoulder and ducked out the other side of the desk from where he was sitting to turn a ‘back in an hour’ sign over in the door. “Oh, for sure. But jet-boating? Please. It’s for baby thrill-seekers only. I’m quite certain I dozed off the first time I went for a whirl.”

      Joe snorted and followed his sister outside. “How many bungee jumps are you up to now, then?”

      Kerry checked the office door was locked behind them, and they set off on the short walk to Queenstown’s lakefront via the Mall, Kerry’s boots clicking loudly on the fake cobblestoned sidewalk. She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm.

      “Seven,” she said. “Plus, I went parasailing last birthday; my girls paid. And they’re springing for my first tandem skydive before—” Her fingers tightened on his arm, and she ducked her head. “Before Aaron and I get married.”

      “Might put a dampener on the wedding night if you’re in a full-body cast,” he said mildly.

      Kerry didn’t break stride. “Mam and Da told you.”

      “Did you truly expect they wouldn’t?” He was genuinely curious.

      Not many secrets stayed secret in his family. Only one, in fact. And that was MacKenna’s part in the whole Sofia debacle. He’d never mentioned her name to either his parents or his siblings, and he couldn’t one hundred percent work out why he’d lied when his family had gently grilled him on how exactly he’d found out about Sofia’s…indiscretions. That’d been his ma’s word for it. Her indiscretions.

      “No. I knew they wouldn’t be able to help themselves, and I figured it’d be best to give you some prewarning before you went all caveman like at the encouragement of Luke and Kyle.”

      “You told them?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

      “In a roundabout way.”

      Code for she’d left it up to Mam to contact Luke, who was working in Silicon Valley, and Kyle, who was currently in the US Midwest. Joe had resisted the temptation to contact his brothers, figuring they’d call if they needed him to draw up a full dossier on this Aaron character. Though perhaps his younger siblings didn’t think much of Joe’s investigative skills since the radio silence from the States hadn’t been broken.

      He huffed out a sigh as Kerry pointed to a brick building overlooking Lake Wakatipu and the crowds of people strolling alongside the quaint stone wall that spanned the length of the main lakefront.

      She aimed a worried glance up at him. “How pissed are you, on a scale of one to ten? Eleven-point-five?”

      Joe looked down at his sister’s face, and his heart gave a little wobble. As a seven-year-old, he’d stood over his newborn baby brother. Another one, he’d thought with some disinterest and a little jealousy. But when his gaze landed on the tiny infant dressed head to toe in pink—a sister!—he’d felt a funny churning in his stomach. He was her big brother, and it’d be his job to protect her. He’d sworn then—by the Holy Mother, who was the most powerful lady he knew other than his mam—that he’d die a million times over to keep her safe.

      “Would I be buying you lunch at this posh place if I were still fuming?”

      Her blue eyes narrowed, and she let go of his arm. “You’re acting the maggot.”

      Joe showed her his palms and forced his most honest-to-God smile. “I’m not. I wouldn’t dare, you fine, fierce thing.”

      “Don’t you be buttering me up now.” She stood aside while Joe tugged the glass door open for her. “I’m twenty-seven and old enough to know my own mind. You won’t change it—and Aaron’s a good man.”

      “You can tell me about him over a few scoops and a plate of steak and chips.”

      “I’m having a salad.” Kerry tipped her freckled nose into the air and strolled inside—but she was smiling. “Order extra chips, though, all right?”

      Twenty minutes later, the server delivered Joe’s steak and extra-extra chips and Kerry’s roast pumpkin and feta salad to their table. Kerry promptly stole a chip and nibbled on it, her eyes rolling in culinary bliss.

      She then cast a lustful glance at his medium rare T-bone steak. “I don’t suppose you’d spare your baby sister a bite of that, would you? Aaron doesn’t eat animals, so I haven’t had meat in ages either.”

      A bus-driving, tattooed vegetarian was planning to wed his sister? Like hell.

      Joe sliced off a corner of his steak and dropped it onto Kerry’s plate. “Won’t eat anything that had a face, eh?”

      Kerry pounced on the steak, sawed it in half, and popped a large chunk into her mouth. Again her eyes rolled blissfully. Joe’s gut gave a sharp little twinge. Was his sister’s new man already dictating what she could and couldn’t eat?

      She chewed and swallowed. “God, that’s good.” Then she glanced guiltily at Joe. “Actually, Aaron won’t eat any animal or use any products containing dairy, and he wouldn’t like your jacket,” she added, nodding toward his leather jacket draped over the back of his chair.

      “Jaysus, Kerry—you’re going to marry a feckin’ vegan?” Which kind of came out of his mouth in the same tone as he would’ve said satanist, but still…meat and three vegetables had been the staples of his family’s diet right up until he and his siblings left home.

      Kerry threw back her head, laughter pouring out of her throat. She laughed until tears streamed down her cheeks, and she had to haul open her handbag to drag out a small packet of tissues. She blotted her cheeks and got control of herself.

      “And here’s me, thinking you’d worry about his ink or him driving a bus for a living.” She gave another little chuckle and shook her head.

      Oh—but he was worried. He was just wise enough to choose his battles. His gaze landed on her open purse and the glossy bridal magazine still tucked inside. The idea struck and warmed his gut like a swallow of good Irish whiskey. He knew exactly what tactic to take.

      “Yeah, well.” He picked up a chip and gestured casually at his sister with it. “So I notice your magazine there; have you found yourself a dress yet?”

      Kerry’s smile flipped into a frown. “I’d thought of hiring one from the place in town.” Her gaze shot down at her handbag. “Anything in there is way out of my price range.”

      “I have a friend who owns a bridal shop in Invercargill.”

      “Next Stop, Vegas?” Kerry’s eyes flew open, and she lunged for the magazine in her bag. “MacKenna Jones is a friend of yours? Bloody hell. Her designs are brilliant. Look.” She plopped the magazine open beside her plate and flipped through the glossy pages, stabbing a photo with one finger. “This is one of hers. It’s gorgeous.”

      In Joe’s professional opinion it was a long white dress on a pouty brunette and it looked much the same as the long white dress on the pouty blonde on the page opposite. But what did he know about bridal gowns, other than how to return one after being dumped or how to pay for one? That much he knew how to do.

      “How about I spring for a Next Stop, Vegas dress for you?”

      Kerry’s jaw dropped, and her hand splayed limply over the photo of MacKenna’s gown. “Get. Out. You’re going to drop four thousand or thereabouts on a dress? She’s not cheap, you know.”

      Oh. He knew. The first dress he’d bought had set him back a couple of grand; he expected after four and a half years her prices had risen. But MacKenna herself would be worth the cost of another wasted dress…once he’d convinced her to work her anti-magic and talk his little sister out of making a huge mistake.

      “Wouldya prefer a toaster oven for a wedding gift?” he asked, pulling his plate toward him as Kerry reached for a chip.

      She laughed and speared another slice of steak off his plate with her fork. “I think Ma’s already got one lined up for us.” She nibbled the stolen piece of steak and studied him over it. “You’re serious? About the dress?”

      “I am. I want you to be happy.”

      His stomach clenched around the meat he’d already swallowed. Kerry breaking off her engagement wouldn’t be easy on her. No one liked to find out they’d been played for a fool, but better early in the planning stages than days before the wedding. Joe had high hopes that after an initial meeting with MacKenna—or by the first fitting, at the latest—Kerry would have woken up and smelled the stench of future heartache. His way would be gentler on Kerry than Luke and Kyle’s way of scaring the shite out of her fiancé until he did a bunk. And that was still a back up plan if Joe’s idea didn’t work.

      “I’ll check it out with MacKenna and get her to arrange a time when the three of us can meet,” he added.

      The speared pumpkin on the end of her fork hovered halfway to her mouth. “You’re going to be there?”

      “I’m paying, aren’t I? So, yeah, I’ll be there.”

      To keep a close eye on MacKenna and make sure she followed up on his plan. Though his gut gave another twinge at the thought of asking her to help. And a twinge, somewhat lower than his stomach, reminded him of the sizzle of attraction he’d felt the last time he’d spoken to her. He shifted in his seat and tugged the collar of his sweater away from his neck.

      Kerry gave him a once-over, her eyes narrowing in speculation. “So MacKenna is your friend?”

      Friend might be pushing the definition a bit, considering what the less gentlemanly side of him would like to do to her, but he opted to ignore the hint-hint tone in his sister’s question.

      “She’s Holly’s cousin.” Which didn’t answer the question, but if he was lucky, it’d distract Kerry since she’d met Holly once or twice while visiting him.

      Kerry slipped the chunk of pumpkin in her mouth and chewed, her gaze uncomfortably locked on his face the whole time. “Holly’s cousin. Uh-huh. Funny how over the years I’ve heard all about your new mates and about the funnier antics of some of the locals, yet you’ve never once mentioned MacKenna’s name.”

      Dammit, Kerry could sniff out a whiff of a secret from a mile off. The kid who found the Christmas present stash, the one who listened at keyholes. In fact, it’d been Kerry who’d eavesdropped on their parents when she was little and had overheard their whispered discussions of the upcoming move from Ireland.

      “Because she’s not a local, and I’ve only met her a few times, eejit,” he said.

      “You fancy her?” she asked in typical, straight for the jugular, little sister style.

      “No, I don’t fancy her.”

      Great feckin’ liar that he was. He sucked down a swallow of cold lager to try to ice the heat crawling up his throat. If he didn’t convince her that MacKenna was an impartial outsider, the moment any suggestion of “don’t marry this bloke” arose, Kerry would become suspicious.

      “Calling her a friend was a slight exaggeration. We’re more like acquaintances, and we don’t really click,” he added. “She thinks I’m a bit of a wanker.”

      “If your bedside charm doesn’t work on her, what makes you think she’ll be happy to have me as a client?”

      “Oh, she’ll be happy to have you as a client—she’ll love you,” he said. “MacKenna’s a businesswoman, first and foremost. But needling her with my presence while you’re there will be a grand sport, I reckon.”

      Kerry rolled her eyes with a grin and speared another piece of pumpkin. “She’s right. You really do have a bit of wanker in you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “This dress would get done a lot faster if you’d get off your bum and help,” Mac said to Reid, who hadn’t moved from his draped position on an armchair for nearly half an hour. He insolently watched her hand sew on yet another mother-of-pearl bead.

      She was downstairs in the workshop area of her home, an old, industrial building converted into a workshop and a three-bedroom dwelling. The downstairs level consisted of a wide-open space with plenty of room for the dressmaker dummies wearing wedding gowns in various stages of completion. Plus, the massive pattern making and cutting table, which ran almost the entire length of the room. Two large, industrial sewing machines and an overlocker took up space along the wall, along with a clothing rack upon which hung a number of plastic-covered gowns and mock-ups waiting to be transported back to the boutique for client appointments.

      “You don’t pay me enough to help after hours.” Reid yawned, showing every one of his perfectly straight white teeth. “And I hate that fiddly shit,” he added.

      Reid had left his job in Queenstown to become her lead machinist three years ago. In design school he’d been top of their construction class for his meticulous eye for detail and skill with a sewing machine—and his speed and accuracy. While Mac adored the sewing, she’d often get caught up in the minutiae and spend too many hours redoing a garment until her perfectionism was satisfied. Reid got it done fast and efficiently, right the first time. Over the years they’d worked together, he took on more of the garment construction responsibility while Mac focused on the clientele and growing Next Stop, Vegas into a blossoming, sustainable business.

      Reid took a long, exaggerated sip of his peppermint-chai-potpourri-whatever-it-was tea. The slurping sound set her teeth on edge. Normally her best friend and flatmate’s irritating little habits didn’t irritate her quite as much as they had since she’d arrived home from Oban. But this evening, his bugging her while she enjoyed a brief foray into her happy place of beading, and the stink of whatever horrible herbal tea he drank…

      “You hate everything lately.” MacKenna scooped up another bead and threaded it through her needle. “Someone needs to get laid. Go swipe right on your phone, and get out from under my feet.”

      Reid grunted and kicked up one bare foot and rested it on the opposite knee. “For all you and Laura know, I could have a parade of hot women or men going in and out of my room every night.”

      Reid’s bedroom was behind the workspace with private access through a back courtyard, where he’d taken to growing potted herbs and a few spindly tomato plants in summer. All of which died horrendously because Reid had more of a black thumb than a green one. Since Mac and their friend Laura—who did most of the day-to-day running of the boutique—had a big bedroom each on the building’s third floor, he was right. The dense brick building was pretty soundproof, and he could’ve had any number of rendezvous taking place right under their noses. Problem was she knew he hadn’t brought a woman home in a long time.

      And as for the dig about a male lover…

      “Another one?” She gave him the courtesy of averting her gaze.

      A couple beats of silence came from the armchair, before a sigh. “She beat the last one’s record of ten minutes, thirty-five seconds.”

      The time it took for Reid’s blind date to ditch him once she found out he made wedding gowns for a living.

      “You gave her a two-minute grace period?” she asked.

      Two minutes for a woman to get over her initial surprise at Reid’s occupation and get past the least interesting thing about him. Personally, Mac didn’t think a woman deserved a two-minute break if they couldn’t tell within moments of meeting him that he was one of the good guys. No, not just good but great. Reid was a great guy, and any woman he fell in love with—if he ever fell in love again—would be the luckiest woman ever.

      “Yep. I even forgave her for nearly choking on her chardonnay,” he said. “I pretty much knew she’d be a ladies’ room ditcher when I spotted her sneakily texting on her phone while telling me how open-minded she was about the gays.”

      “The gays?” MacKenna rolled her eyes. “Let me guess; at that point you called the server over and asked him to bring you a banana daiquiri?”

      She turned to face Reid, who wore a wicked grin across his handsome face.

      “Hey, she was never going to believe I was straight, so why not give her a story to gossip about?”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      Reid stood and set his mug on the pattern making table. “I’ll go make myself pretty and head off to the pub for a bit. Leave you in peace.”

      “You’re not pretty, Bean, you’re the studliest stud,” she said, because Reid deserved to feel good about himself. “If you weren’t built like a giraffe, I’d bang you silly.”

      “That ship sailed years ago, sister. Your loss.” He strolled off into his bedroom and flicked the door shut behind him.

      Moments later came the faint sounds of running water.

      Yeah, it was her loss. Things might’ve turned out completely different if she and Reid had been less like brother and sister and more like two singletons who were attracted to each other. But that wasn’t the case.

      With a roll of her shoulders, she hit the remote to the sound system, so Tina Turner could console Mac with words of wisdom about love having nothing to do with it, and picked up another bead. The doorbell chimed as she slid the needle tip into the silk, and she sent a filthy look over her shoulder at the solid wooden door. She’d specifically texted her friends with a do not disturb me or else message earlier in the day because she had to finish up the last of the beading tonight.

      The doorbell ding-donged again.

      MacKenna stabbed the needle tip into the dummy’s stuffed boob and crossed the workshop to the building’s entrance. She pushed down the sleeves of her over sized merino sweater she’d scored from Reid’s castoffs, in preparation for the cold blast of night air that would sweep inside before she could get rid of this unexpected intrusion. Pity help them if they were selling a new Internet plan.

      She whipped open the door, fully prepared to deliver a lecture for ignoring the “No Salespeople” sign salespeople often pretended not to see. Only it wasn’t a fake-smiling guy with a clipboard and a sales pitch that started before she could say, “Get the hell off my doorstep.”

      It was Joe.

      A non-smiling Joe. Oh—and sexy. He was all broody and smoldering, his broad shoulders hunched under his leather jacket because of the icy wind. But he still looked like a s’more—crunchy-tough on the outside, yummy and sweet on the inside.

      “Got a minute?” he asked.

      “How did you find out where I lived?” Not at all welcoming, but never mind.

      “I followed the snarky vibes across town until I spotted the neon sign outside. Figured this was the I Hate Joe Whelan headquarters.”

      She dished out her best don’t screw with me stare.

      “All right, all right.” He showed her his palms. “I’m not a stalker. I found you the old-fashioned way with an online phone directory. Can I come in, MacKenna?”

      The gruff tone of his voice when he said her name sent all sorts of delicious shivers scurrying through her.

      Must be the cold.

      She was tempted for a moment to let the heavy door swing shut in his face, but then she remembered their conversation two nights ago. Guess they were making an effort to be civil grown-ups now. And since her brain had gone on strike, refusing to invent a plausible excuse, she stepped aside to let him enter.

      Which he did—striding in as if he owned the place. His gaze skimmed over the hardwood floor and the flight of stairs leading upward. It traversed the steel girder ceiling and the industrial-style lighting she and her dad had chosen to make a feature of, rather than try to hide. The building had been gutted when she and her dad first inspected it—structurally sound but stripped to the basics. Mac had fallen in love with the space immediately. Six months after she’d taken out a mortgage on the building and her dad and his small construction company had hammered in the last nail, Mac moved in. She’d made many of her own improvements in the past two years, working in whatever downtime she could find—painting, sanding, tiling—she’d become a regular at Invercargill’s hardware store.

      Joe paused just inside the entranceway by a frame mounted on one of the whitewashed concrete walls. Behind the glass was a sheet of paper with a childish sketch of a bride. A typed note was included: MacKenna, age eight, first bridal design. Next to it was a pinned, Barbie-doll-sized dress that Mac’s mum had copied and made from the sketch.

      He leaned in and touched the tip of his finger to eight-year-old MacKenna’s flourishing signature.

      “Have you always been fascinated with weddings?” he asked.

      “Pretty much.” She could hardly deny it when the evidence was right under his nose. “I married our boy cat, Pickles, to the neighbors’ Persian when I was six. The groom wore a black ribbon bow tie, and the bride—who was also male but I didn’t care—had a veil stolen from part of my white tutu Mum was sewing for my end-of-year ballet recital.”

      “How did it go?”

      “A bit of a train wreck,” she admitted with a grin. “The two cats were arch enemies and didn’t enjoy being locked together in my bedroom. They scratched the hell out of me until I conceded they weren’t ready to tie the knot after all.”

      “A sensible decision. Marriage is forever.” He gave her a piercing glance. “Which is why I’m here.”

      Warning bells tolled loudly in her head, and all manner of jumbled thoughts crowded in on each other. Had Joe changed his mind about her participation in the breakdown of his relationship, and was he about to verbally let rip? That wouldn’t be so bad. If she could deal with bridezillas, she could deal with a pissed-off Irishman.

      Only he didn’t look angry, not even slightly annoyed. Just…intensely focused. Oh. God. Was Joe seeing someone nobody on the island knew about? Was he serious enough to need her help as a wedding planner?

      Heat blossomed on her chest, radiating outward from her rapidly beating heart. “Are you getting married?”

      He leaned against the wall, arms folded, head cocked to the side. “Do I look like the marryin’ type to you?”

      Truthfully, standing there in blue jeans and a leather jacket layered over a casual button-down shirt snug enough to hint of his muscles beneath, he looked like the kind of guy she’d automatically avoid in social situations but would be unable to stop giving second, third, and fourth glances to. Men like Joe—with fascinating layers and the unnerving ability to catch her off guard—would normally cause her to head in the opposite direction, toward men who were more “what you see is what you get.”

      “Sure you do,” she said. “Nice, respectable doctor, ready to settle down and start a family.”

      “I’m not ready to settle.”

      The way he said it didn’t make it sound as if he were referring to white picket fences, but rather about what sort of woman he was interested in. If in fact he wanted one. And why wouldn’t he? Unless he still wasn’t over Sofia.

      Her stomach gave a painful little flip. Turning away, she stalked over to her dressmaker’s dummy and sat back down on the stool.

      “Who’s getting married?” she asked, plucking out the needle. “I assume that’s why you’re here?”

      Because to imagine another reason for him turning up at her home…

      Joe moved in close behind her, apparently studying her sewing technique. The fine hairs on her nape—exposed because she’d twisted her long hair into a loose knot on her head—stood to attention.

      “My sister is. Or so she claims,” he added after a beat.

      “You don’t sound happy about it.”

      Understatement of the year. She picked out a tiny bead from the tray sitting on another stool beside the dummy. Out of the corner of her eye, Mac followed Joe’s swagger to the patternmaking table opposite her.

      He leaned his butt against it, bracing his spread palms on the smooth surface and crossing his ankles.

      “I’m not,” he said. “That’s why I’m here.”

      MacKenna aimed the needle tip at the tiny bead hole, but succeeded only in pricking her finger. “I would think I’d be the last shoulder you’d want to cry on.”

      “I’m not looking for sympathy.”

      No. Why would he look for anything from her? She concentrated her full attention on the bead that must have a smaller hole than all the others because she just couldn’t get the damn needle through. “What do you want, then?”

      “For you to convince my sister not to make the biggest mistake of her life.”

      That got her attention—that, and the needle slipping through the bead to stab into her fingertip. Mac dropped the needle, which swung on the thread like a pendulum of doom while the bead pinged onto the floor. A pearl of bright-red blood bubbled up from her finger and she shoved the stool away from the dummy before a drop could stain the pristine white silk. She popped her fingertip into her mouth and sucked hard to stem the flow.

      “What da ’ell are oo ’alken ’bout?” she asked around her finger.

      A coppery taste flooded over her tongue, and she grimaced, glancing up to see Joe’s gaze locked on her mouth.

      A muscle bunched in his jaw, and the corner of his mouth ticked up. “I’m beginning to think I jinx you.”

      Instead of answering verbally, Mac pointed the finger of her other hand at him and said “you do” with her eyes.

      “That’s unhygienic, you know,” he added. “Your finger’s covered in germs.”

      Mac chose a different finger to extend and swiveled her wrist. The crease in the corner of Joe’s mouth grew deeper, and his eyes danced blue fire as if he was about to laugh out loud.

      The door to Reid’s room swung open and he leaned against the frame, bare-chested with a collared shirt in each hand.

      Oh damn. Reid! She’d forgotten he was still there.

      “Which one, black or tan?” Reid looked straight at Mac, the relaxed grin on his face disclosing he was unaware they had company.

      A series of small sounds—a scuff of shoes, a hiss of indrawn breath easily identifiable, even above the opening riff intro from Survivor’s “Eye of the Tiger”—and Joe lurched away from the table. Mac’s eyes flew wide at the bristling animosity pouring off his squared shoulders and clenched fists.

      “You,” he said. “You fuckin’ prick.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Four and a Half Years Earlier…

      

      MacKenna the spy.

      It had a nice ring to it, and it gave her something to do—imagining herself as a super sleuth complete with sexy black catsuit and a fedora—while she sat in a corner booth of the bar, sipping a Diet Coke. Finnegan’s was semi-crowded, but Mac had no idea how busy this bar got, as it wasn’t one she and her friends frequented. Fortunately, because otherwise her first spy mission might not work. Especially if an ultra-observant bartender saw through her disguise.

      Across from her table, Sofia and her three girlfriends giggled over their third glass of bubbles. Mac had positioned herself perfectly, her smartphone able to film Sofia’s three-quarter profile without being obvious. It just appeared as if Mac were fascinated with whatever she was looking at on her phone.

      And as for Mac herself, that’s where the spy part came in, thanks to her friend Kaitlyn, who was active in Invercargill’s community theater. She’d arrived on Mac’s doorstep two hours ago, juggling her huge make up kit, a garment bag, and a black wig cut Jackie-O style. Kaitlyn had dressed Mac in a frumpy corporate suit, sculptured her face with a myriad of makeup products, positioned the black wig, and added the finishing touch of schoolteacher glasses. By the time Kaitlyn finished, Mac didn’t recognize herself in the mirror.

      “You sure she won’t make me?” Mac had asked, grimacing as she smoothed down the sides of the baggy beige jacket.

      “Hell no,” Kaitlyn said with a wry grin. “I wouldn’t recognize you in that get up, and I’ve known you since you stole my first boyfriend.”

      An old and dearly affectionate argument. Mac took the bait, because sparring with Kaitlyn was less scary than the prospect of what she was about to do.

      “We were seven, and he was only your boyfriend for two days. I lasted only half of that before Suzy Brown caught his eye.”

      “Men.” Kaitlyn brushed lint off Mac’s shoulders. “Fickle bastards. Are you sure about this?”

      Mac had hesitated for a few beats, doubt racing through her system. Then she’d remembered the unguarded affection in Joe’s eyes as he’d looked at Sofia—and the glint of hurt in Mac’s dad’s sometimes when she mentioned her mother’s name.

      “I’m sure.”

      Two hours later, Mac waited and watched, and although Sofia had glanced in Mac’s direction once or twice, the woman’s flat stare had passed over her with dismissing indifference and lingered, instead, on a couple of guys at the bar.

      So far, MacKenna the spy was nailing it.

      At five past nine, the bar door swung open, and Reid strolled in. By strolled, she meant swaggered, because the man was six foot three of tailored hotness in a charcoal-colored wool suit that molded perfectly to his frame.

      She’d texted him earlier to update him on everyone’s positions, so he didn’t glance toward Mac’s and Sofia’s corner. He strode to the bar. A few patrons ambling around stopped and stared. Not only because of his height and good looks, but because Invercargill was a countrified town where university students and farmers and middle-class locals frequented the bars. Finnegan’s was a little more upmarket than the town’s average watering hole, but a guy who looked as if he’d stepped out of GQ was still a rarity.

      Mac glanced toward Sofia’s table, but she couldn’t see the expression on the redhead’s face since the woman had craned around in her chair, flagrantly staring at the bar. Looked as if she’d noticed Reid’s entrance.

      Mac discreetly hit record on her phone.

      She captured Sofia and her friends giggling together and shooting constant eye-fucking glances over at Reid, who was ordering a drink. She captured the moment Sofia slid off her engagement ring and dropped it into her purse, and she hoped her microphone was strong enough to pick up Sofia telling her friends, “When he comes over, don’t you dare tell him I’m engaged.”

      Mac hoped her phone recorded it all, but her stomach dipped in a sickening roll as Sofia laid a hand on Reid’s arm, her laughter a pretty peal cutting through the piped-in music and general bar noise. She leaned in closer, her breast accidentally brushing Reid’s arm as she indicated the table behind them. He followed Sofia over, taking a chair on the opposite side of her so his bulk wouldn’t block Mac’s line of sight. She paused recording as Reid slathered on the charm, inventing the persona of Benjamin Woolf, a wealthy investment banker—a persona so fragile that if Sofia and her friends hadn’t been so enraptured with their visual strip search of him they would’ve noticed the gaping holes in his story. Mac figured Sofia wouldn’t make a move on Reid until they were alone, so she ordered another Diet Coke and fished out a tattered paperback romance novel with a bare-chested hunk on the front and opened it to a random page, pretending to read.

      Twenty minutes later, following some discreet signal Sofia had given to the three other women at her table, her friends started making “got to run” excuses and collecting their belongings. Mac tucked the paperback back into her purse and pretended to take a call on her phone, watching as the three women giggled their way out of the bar, leaving Reid and Sofia alone. Sofia took advantage of this to edge closer to Reid, so Mac hit the record button again. If Sofia was ever going to make her move, now was the time. Because the woman was so caught up in Reid she’d be unlikely to notice a mariachi band parading past, Mac slid over the booth seat, getting closer to Sofia to capture the conversation.

      “I’m a little bit tipsy,” Sofia confided with another winsome giggle.

      “I’m happy to drive you home.”

      Sofia did the boob brush again. “I’d rather go back to your place and screw your brains out.”

      And she said it not in an inside voice. MacKenna nearly dropped the phone, but Reid didn’t blink an eye. His mouth curved into a smile that would make most women voluntarily lose their panties.

      “I like a woman who knows what she wants,” he said. “But don’t you have a boyfriend or someone special waiting for you?”

      “No boyfriend, no special someone,” she said.

      “Good. Because I wouldn’t want you screaming some other guy’s name when I make you come for the third time.”

      Sofia squirmed on her chair. Even though Mac couldn’t see her face, she could imagine the other woman’s pouty expression as she said, “Only three times, Benjamin? I’m disappointed.”

      Reid, following his script to the letter, just chuckled. “Go take off your panties. I’ll bring my Aston ’round front and meet you outside.”

      Aston…nice touch, Reid. The man drove a Toyota. He was enjoying this fantasy a little too much, though Mac could tell by his body language that he’d rather screw a rattlesnake than mess with Sofia.

      Sofia stood and grabbed her purse from where it hung on the back of her chair. “I won’t be long, wolfie. I can’t wait for you to eat me all up.”

      Mac was pretty sure she threw up a little Diet Coke in her mouth as Sofia strolled away from the table. Reid shot her a glance and made a quick finger-down-his-throat gesture. His part was complete in this revolting charade. He got up from the table and strode out of the bar, making a clean getaway. Mac collected her purse and hurried after Sofia.

      The main area of the two-stall women’s restroom was empty, only the stall nearest the wall occupied, which she assumed was Sofia. Taking a chance as the lock rattled and the stall door squeaked open, Mac hit record. She aimed her phone at the mirror, and managed to capture the perfect icing-on-the-cake reflection of Sofia stuffing black panties into her handbag.

      Busted.

      Sofia’s eyes widened as she noticed Mac and her phone, then narrowed abruptly. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      The sweet had dropped from her earlier syrupy tone, replaced with what Mac suspected was the real Sofia.

      “Collecting evidence.” Mac slipped the phone back into her handbag and stood her ground.

      “Evidence of what?” Sofia jutted out one arrogant hip, slapping a perfectly manicured hand on it. “That you get off recording women in public toilets?”

      Mac peeled off her black wig and stuffed it and her fake glasses into her handbag. “Evidence that you don’t deserve a good man like Joe Whelan.”

      “What?” Sofia’s brow crumpled, then smoothed as her cold gaze scanned Mac’s bundled-up blond hair. “You’re the bridal shop girl? How dare you spy on me?” She stabbed an imperious finger at Mac. “Delete that recording.”

      “Too late. I’ve already e-mailed the X-rated conversation you had with Mr. Woolf to myself. And if you don’t break things off with your fiancé as kindly as possible during the next seven days, I’ll forward it on to him.”

      Sofia’s flushed face blanched to porcelain. “You wouldn’t.”

      “If you knew anything about me, Ms. Douglas, you’d know I most certainly would.”

      “But, but…”

      Mac could almost see the Machiavellian wheels spinning in Sofia’s head, as if her baby-smooth skin were transparent.

      Then came a triumphant smirk. “I’ll tell everyone you did a shitty job, and no one I know will buy one of your ugly dresses again. No. One.”

      “I can live with that,” Mac said. “While you’ll have to live the rest of your life with her.” She nodded toward the mirror. “Seven days.”

      Mac left the restroom without looking back and headed out of Finnegan’s. She wondered if Sofia would go home, or if she was deluded enough, self-destructive enough, to freeze her ass off waiting for an Aston Martin to whisk her away into the night.
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      The man who’d starred in Joe’s nightmares for weeks after Sofia left, stared at him with bewilderment for two beats, then a flicker of sympathy for another, before his guard came up and his face went expressionless.

      So many thoughts jostled for domination in Joe’s brain it felt like his head had exploded and his hair had caught fire.

      What was the man from that video doing in MacKenna’s house?

      Did that mean…? That Joe had been so caught up with his broken heart and dented pride he’d just assumed MacKenna had stumbled onto his fiancée’s intended infidelity and recorded it? That MacKenna knew the guy in the video, and she’d set up the whole thing?

      An icy dousing of shock flushed away the sudden heat of anger. For a moment, he flashed back in time to opening the door to his home and finding a nearly empty wardrobe, a cleared out bathroom counter, and a note left on his pillow that said: I’m sorry, I don’t love you and I never did. The wedding is off; please don’t contact me. Sofia.

      He’d sat in shock for hours until the house grew dark and silent around him. Eventually he’d roused enough to open his laptop and check Sofia’s Facebook profile, where she spent most of her spare time. Her relationship status had changed to “single.” He switched back to his profile and stared at the words “in a relationship.” Not anymore. Though instead of updating his non-relationship, he read his e-mails and stumbled across one from Invercargill Bridal with an attached video. Curiosity got the better of him, and he’d watched every bit of the five minute thirty-two-second footage of Sofia proving how much she didn’t love him.

      “Joe, please. It’s not Reid’s fault.”

      MacKenna’s hand clamped on his forearm—as if that could restrain him if he’d really intended to thump the shirtless prick. Reid? Was that his name? Joe eyeballed the bigger man. Oddly, it was the idea that MacKenna was fucking this guy that raised his blood pressure more than the idea that she’d set him up back then. She had, as he’d pointed out earlier, done him a favor as far as Sofia was concerned.

      His gaze flicked between MacKenna and Reid, and the other man’s smirk raised Joe’s blood pressure all over again. And against all logic. Reid was likely a victim of the tiny blond bombshell’s overpowering sex appeal and a brainless robot in the whole affair. A small part of Joe couldn’t blame him—if he had access to MacKenna’s bed every night, he’d be a brainless robot, too.

      “You? And him?” The words gushed from him even as he snapped his teeth together to cut off any further questions. Like how long they’d been sleeping together.

      “It was my idea, Joe, not his,” MacKenna said. “I asked him to be a honey trap for Sofia.”

      Thankfully, she’d misunderstood his outburst. Reid’s smirk, however, transformed into a toothy smile.

      “I think your doctor friend is trying to figure out how often we bump uglies,” Reid said.

      MacKenna cut Joe a sharp look. “Were you?”

      Absolutely. “Of course not. It’s none of my damn business who you bump uglies with.”

      For feck’s sake, Joe. Stop running yer gob. He cleared his throat and shrugged off her hand that still rested on his forearm.

      MacKenna’s eyes narrowed to slits of seaweed green. “No, it’s not. But FYI, because contrary to what you think of me, I don’t play games; Reid and I are just friends.”

      Friends. Just grand. Their familiarity in each other’s company indicated they knew each other well. They had a shared intimacy, whether as lovers—as the green pit of jealousy in his gut suggested—or as friends, as MacKenna insisted. He tried to grind the pit in his gut away, reminding himself again that he wasn’t interested in the woman, but the stubborn thing remained.

      “Friends with some pretty amazing benefits,” Reid said. “Right, sweet cheeks?”

      MacKenna’s lethal gaze swiveled past Joe to where Reid continued to smirk. “Like a roof over your head and paid employment, all of which could change in an instant if you keep continuing down the trying-to-piss-me-off road.”

      “I’m officially tired of this conversation, carsick from your ‘road,’ and about to puke on your upholstery.” Reid held up the coat hangers again. “Black or tan?”

      “Black. Now go back to your room, get ready, and leave.”

      Reid stepped back into the room he’d appeared from—his room, Joe deciphered from MacKenna’s outburst—without sparing him another glance.

      Before Reid shut the door his brow crumpled into a sharp V. “Mac, I can stay in tonight if you want.”

      Because he didn’t trust Joe to be alone with MacKenna? He studied Reid’s face as he, in turn, studied MacKenna. And Joe saw nothing in the man’s gaze other than a concerned, deep affection. Joe had let himself get distracted by MacKenna’s closeness and his undeniable flare of attraction toward her. The one thing he’d learned in his years as a GP—often the first call for patients unless they were direly ill—was people stretched the truth. Or as Gregory House, the arsehole doctor from the TV series, had succinctly put it: everybody lies.

      Before Sofia—or BS as he liked to refer to it in his mind—he’d honed his skill of picking up the little tell tale signals from patients when they weren’t being straight with him. This skill must have dulled during the time he’d been in love, since Sofia’s lies had come as such a shock. But with MacKenna and her relationship with Reid?

      “It’s cool, Bean,” MacKenna said gently. “Go wow the ladies.”

      Reid shut the door with a laugh. MacKenna crossed to the pattern making table and picked up a remote, turning down the music. Then she faced him, raising an eyebrow in question.

      “He loves you,” Joe said.

      “He does,” MacKenna agreed. “And I love him. He’s my family, as is Laura, who lives upstairs in the bedroom next to mine.”

      “And he works for you?”

      “Best damn machinist I’ve ever met. I’m lucky to have him.” MacKenna cocked her head. “You’re wondering about his part in the video I sent you?”

      She folded her arms across her chest, emphasizing the swell of her breasts beneath the sloppy wool sweater—which he now suspected was probably one of Reid’s. The thought didn’t make Joe feel any friendlier toward the guy, because he had the daft notion of wanting to see MacKenna wearing one of his sweaters…and nothing else.

      “I asked him to help that night, and he did, as a favor to me,” she continued. “Trust me, he didn’t sleep with Sofia, and he never would’ve left the pub with her.”

      After the video clip ended with Sofia caught in a bathroom mirror stuffing panties into her handbag, he’d just continued to stare at his laptop screen. He’d wondered, briefly, if Sofia had ended up sleeping with the guy in the clip. He’d crashed on a mate’s couch the night she’d gone out, ready to get up with the guys at 3:30 a.m. to watch the All Blacks play in London. When he’d arrived home Saturday morning, he met an unusually distracted fiancée, but he figured her mood was due to being neck deep in last-minute wedding details.

      MacKenna jumped up to sit on the table, swinging her Ugg-boot-covered feet. “You weren’t even meant to see that footage; it was a back up plan if Sofia didn’t break your engagement like I told her to. But then I heard through the grapevine that you and she were still together. I knew you’d never believe me if I just told you what I’d seen, and Reid insisted that sometimes a guy needed to be punched in the nose by reality in order to shatter his rose-colored glasses.”

      “Why didn’t you send the e-mail anonymously? I’d never have known it was you.”

      Her green eyes met his and locked. “I couldn’t. You deserved better than an anonymous e-mail. That’s not who I am.”

      No, he was beginning to see it wasn’t—that she wasn’t who he’d always thought.

      He crossed to the table to lean against it, a foot from where MacKenna sat. The flowery-lemony scent of her grew stronger, curling around him, pulling him into her orbit. He kept his arse pressed to the table edge and his gaze fixed on the industrial sewing machines lined up along the opposite wall. He swallowed hard, consciously avoiding taking another trip back in time to when he’d lashed out at her. “You never told me any of this when I turned up at your shop four and a half years ago.”

      She pressed her lips together in a thin line and tucked her hands under her thighs. “You were already suffering. I figured it was better for you to blame me a lot than hate yourself a little.”

      His heart gave a little twinge as it thudded against his rib cage. He pushed away from the table and stood in front of her, palms planted either side of her hips, her denim-clad knees awfully close to the family jewels.

      But she didn’t raise her knee. No. She lifted her gaze to his, and at that intimate distance, close enough to see the tiny flecks of gold in her irises, close enough to catch the whiff of raspberries in her fast little breaths, he could no longer deny he wanted to be in her personal space. Wanted to dominate that personal space and kiss her so desperately he cursed himself ten times over for being a stupid, gormless git.

      It was a Hallmark moment. Her looking at him, with wide eyes and a parted mouth. Him looking at her, needing to taste the fullness of her slick bottom lip but knowing he’d want to continue kissing her until he’d miss the last ferry—and that wouldn’t be the worst of his problems. The problem was one kiss wouldn’t be enough.

      He asked a question instead. “Why would you do that for a complete stranger?”

      Steel doors immediately slammed down in her gaze, her lush mouth thinning. “For the same reason you’re asking me to interfere in your sister’s life, I’m guessing. You don’t want someone to go through something so painful if you can prevent it by speaking up.”

      Back to why he’d paid MacKenna a visit in the first place. He straightened and got out of her personal space before he kissed her anyway, and to hell with it.

      “You’ll do it, then?” he asked, pacing away from her and spinning back. “You’ll make my sister, Kerry, a wedding dress but talk her out of using it?”

      “Whoa.” A time-out, T-shaped hands and a frown from MacKenna. “Back it up. You want me to what?”

      That’s right, he’d gotten distracted by Reid’s appearance and hadn’t explained his masterful plan. “Go through the motions of making Kerry her dream dress—consultation, first fitting, etcetera—and work your anti-matrimonial magic while you’re doing it. Convince her to break off the engagement, or at the very least, delay the wedding indefinitely. I’ll pay for your time, of course.”

      MacKenna hopped off the table, Ugg boots thumping on the floor. “Anti-matrimonial magic? I’m not a magician, and that’s a bloody big favor to ask.”

      He’d thought more along the lines of a spell-binding witch, but anyway… “Do this and I’ll consider us even Steven.”

      “I won’t do it. It’s cruel.”

      “Crueler to let her marry a man she barely knows.”

      “I’m sure he must be a good guy if your sister wants to marry him.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Joe said and rolled a shoulder. “We haven’t been introduced.”

      She went all hands on hips. “Shut the front door. You mean you haven’t even met your sister’s fiancé, and you’re trying to break them up? That’s a douche move.”

      In other circumstances, he’d agree. A feckin’ douche move. But when he thought about this Aaron guy dimming the light and laughter in Kerry’s eyes, taking advantage of her open, trusting nature, bullying her into forgoing bloody steak, for Christ’s sake. Joe’s gut folded in on itself.

      “The guy’s already trying to have a say in what she does and doesn’t do. I know Kerry. She’s never tried to hide one of her boyfriends from the family before. Can’t you see there must be something fishy about him if she’s nervous about my reaction to her getting married?”

      “Or maybe she knew you’d overreact,” she said. “She’s a grown-ass woman who can make up her own mind.”

      You mind our Kerry because you’re the eldest. He could hear his mam’s voice ring in his ears. She’s the only sister you’ll ever have, and your job—your only job—is to keep her safe.

      It didn’t matter whether he was fourteen or thirty-four, or that Kerry was a grown-ass woman. His job, as her big brother, was still to keep her safe.

      “It’s not a terrible thing to give her an outsider’s perspective and to make her think about waiting a while before she jumps into the deep end. I’m scared—bleedin’ terrified, MacKenna—that Kerry’ll be hurt worse than I was.”

      Yeah, it was a low blow, even for him. But playing the emotion card was working. MacKenna’s gaze softened, and her fists slid off her hips.

      “She’ll murder you in cold blood if she finds out what you’re up to.”

      “She would,” he agreed. “But she won’t guess anything’s up; I told her you think I’m a complete wanker.”

      With a huff of either amusement or agreement, MacKenna strode past him to the front door and yanked it open. “I do.”

      Joe took his time strolling over, the icy wind blowing in from the street cooling his jets, so to speak. “Saying ‘I do’ already, Mac? Seems a bit premature.”

      She rolled her pretty eyes at him. “As does you calling me Mac. Only people I like call me Mac, and I really, really don’t like you. Now get out. I’ll think about taking on your sister as a client.”

      He got out, but he strolled back to his car with a smile on his face. He’d be calling her Mac soon enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A week after Joe’s arrival on MacKenna’s doorstep and the subsequent about-to-kiss-then-abort-kiss moment, which she’d probably imagined, Mac paced the hardwood floor of Next Stop, Vegas. She paused at a long, lacquered table, upon which sat artfully arranged mannequin busts displaying quality costume jewelry, along with two pairs of her most popularly ordered wedding shoes—and once again made minute adjustments to their position.

      She sniffed at the crystal vase of fresh white roses delivered by a local florist every week then moved on to the two full-sized mannequins clothed in a couple of her gowns for hire in the window display. She straightened the slight train on one, which must’ve been nudged by an earlier client when she moved toward the row of gowns on a rack along the far wall. Mac smiled, her gaze skimming over the hire-gowns. She had such an abundance, she couldn’t display them all at the same time. Next to it was a separate rack of gently worn, on-consignment gowns that clients with a slightly bigger budget but who still couldn’t afford an original MacKenna Jones design could choose from.

      Every bride deserved a dress to make her feel beautiful, no matter what her budget. That was the party line she trotted out to her assistants, Maddy and Laura, to Reid, and to whatever design school student on work experience they had temping for them at the time. What she really meant was: If you’re crazy enough to believe you’re gonna love one man forever, you might as well mark the occasion of your public declaration of insanity by looking fabulous.

      “Boss? You okay?”

      Laura appeared in the archway between the shop front and the changing room and fitting area. Dressed like Mac was, in a slim-fitting, tailored white shirt and charcoal-colored pencil skirt, Laura twisted the knotted blue scarf at her throat. Unlike Mac, Laura kept the sleeves of her shirt rolled down to hide the silvery cutting scars of her troubled teenage years from sight—at least she did during work hours. In private, those scars were Laura’s badges of honor. The scared but tough street rat had grown into a survivor and one of Mac’s closest friends. Not so close that Laura knew about the whole Joe thing, though.

      Mac pasted on her everything’s fine smile to counteract the frown crumpling her manager’s face. “Just a little tired.”

      “And nervous about meeting this client?” Laura looked over her funky blue-rimmed glasses down her nose at Mac. “Because that’s like the third time you’ve rearranged the accessory table.”

      Not much got past Laura, which made her a huge asset to Next Stop, Vegas.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mac said, giving her reflection a quick once-over in one of the shop’s mirrors. “Haven’t you got work to do, employee?”

      Laura gave a soft snort—then, “Wowza! Is that this morning’s client and her fiancé?”

      Sure enough, outside the plate-glass shop windows stood a woman glaring up at Joe, who stared down at her with what Mac suspected was his I’m not budging counter glare.

      “Kind of.” Mac squished a grin as the brunette—her profile a feminine version of her big brother—squared her shoulders preparing for battle. “That’s my client, Kerry Whelan, and her pain-in-the-ass brother, Joe.”

      Just then, Mac’s new client’s pain-in-the-ass brother flicked a glance away from whatever lecture he endured, and looked at Mac. Familiar, amused, and with the beginnings of an intimate connection, Joe’s gaze only lasted a two-second beat, but it set heat unfurling deep inside her that caused her knees to wobble. Just a little bit.

      Mac squared her own shoulders—the sooner she got this meeting over with, the sooner she could figure out a way to live with her conscience after doing what she’d somehow agreed to do. Plant some seeds of doubt, she told herself firmly. That’s all. And if nothing grew in that fertile soil, then Joe couldn’t blame her for not trying.

      Laura’s laughter from beside Mac made her jump.

      “What?” She tore her gaze from Joe—looking annoyingly delicious in the same stone-colored jeans he’d worn to the rugby game at Holly’s, but this time teamed with a dark blue cable-knit sweater, which made his eyes look even more bedazzling than usual—and elbowed her friend in the ribs.

      Laura took a side step out of further elbow range.

      “You.” She giggled again. “Now I know why you’re so nervous. You’re lit up like Guy Fawkes Night after that smoldering little exchange. Is that the Joe who came around the other night and got all snarly with Reid?”

      “You two are such gossips.” And Mac wasn’t lit up like anything; she was just…trembling. Her hands were trembling, and her stomach felt as if she’d inhaled a few fluttery insects. Sheesh.

      “Yep. So is he that Joe?” Laura was relentless. “The Joe who’s put you in a cat-in-a-room-full-of-rocking-chairs mood for the past week? Joe, the one you keep changing the subject about whenever Reid tries to get you to talk about him?”

      Mac sighed and folded her arms, tucking her trembling fingers into the crooks of her elbows. “Yeah, he’s that Joe. Now shut up; they’re coming in.”

      Gone was Kerry’s belligerence as she swept past Joe who held the door open. Her eyes sparkled as they lit on Mac standing awkwardly in the center of the shop.

      “You must be MacKenna,” she said. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’ve lusted after your gowns ever since I saw one in a bridal show—they’re incredible, and oh, forgive me, I’m nattering on like a fangirl.”

      “Thank you, and no, you’re not,” Mac said. “It’s lovely to meet you, too.”

      And strangely, it was. Kerry had an energy, a charismatic aura that immediately made Mac feel at ease. Even with her big brother looming behind her as he shut the shop door and strolled to Kerry’s side.

      “Just how many years have you dreamed about getting hitched?” Joe asked mildly then switched his hot gaze to Mac.

      That look was anything but mild, and in fact appeared loaded with a combination of emotions that felt like a bomb ready to explode.

      Kerry rolled her eyes. “Ignore my brother, the matrimonial grinch. He doesn’t believe in love and happily ever after.”

      Another thing Mac and the Grinch had in common, then. But she wouldn’t admit that straight out of the gate. Finesse, that was the key.

      “He obviously hasn’t found the right person,” Mac said coolly—but she didn’t dare look at Joe while she said it.

      “Exactly what I’ve been telling him. The eejit.” Kerry hooked her arm through Joe’s.

      The move gave Mac a quick flashback—Joe, standing in her shop with another beautiful woman clinging to his arm—but there was nothing proprietary or smug in Kerry’s gesture, just easy affection and the knowledge that her brother loved her enough to put up with the teasing insult.

      “I prefer the term ‘sensibly skeptic.’”

      Joe grinned down at his sister with a return of that easy affection. It ramped up the buzzing in Mac’s stomach. Throwing up her morning bowl of bran flakes over her trying-but-not-trying-to-impress high-heeled black pumps wouldn’t make a good first impression.

      Growing up an only child, Mac had always envied her friends with brothers and sisters. She couldn’t imagine having someone in her life who would always have her back. At least, not counting Holly, Reid, Kaitlyn, and Laura. But having great friends wasn’t quite the same as having a person who’d been raised in the same house with the same parents and had the same neuroses she had.

      “You’re staying, Joe?” she asked.

      Kerry sighed. “Yep, he is. I hope you’ll make this as painful as possible with lots of talk of lace, sweetheart necklines, strapless bras, and the like.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Mac gestured to the archway behind them. “Follow me.”

      She led them past the boutique’s sectioned-off dressing room and the open space opposite, which contained three comfortable armchairs facing a bank of full-length, angled mirrors and a low pedestal for the bride-to-be to stand on. The room beyond the fitting room was where she did all her consultations for made-to-measure gowns. MacKenna opened the door into the consultation room and stood aside so Kerry and Joe could enter.

      Bolts of fabric lined one wall—silks, satins, organza, tulle, and other luxury fabrics in shades of white and cream. Sample books of swatches of other colored fabrics sat on the shelf beside them for clients who wanted something other than the traditional or for bridesmaid dresses, which Next Stop, Vegas could also provide. On the other wall, Mac had pinned up sketches and photos of previous gowns she had made. At one end of the small room was a comfortable couch and chairs, before which sat a huge coffee table loaded with more sample books of fabrics, sketches, and bridal ideas.

      Joe headed for an armchair and slumped into it, his glazed expression identical to many fathers of the bride who’d had the misfortune to be dragged into wedding gown shopping. Kerry, on the other hand, looked like all her Christmases had arrived at once. She buzzed from sketches to fabric, touching, examining, and firing nonstop questions at Mac the whole time.

      “What sort of wedding are you thinking of?” Mac asked as Kerry oohed over a selection of lace. “Small and intimate?”

      Before Kerry could answer, Joe barked out a laugh. “Not if our mam has any say in it. It’ll be in a packed church in front of a priest for our Kerry, with all the clan getting pissed on Da’s beer afterward at the reception.”

      Kerry’s enthusiastic smile slipped a notch, and her eyes narrowed at her brother sprawled on the armchair, his gaze still fixed on the ceiling in a picture of utter boredom. He’d done nothing but make sly innuendos from the moment Mac and Kerry had started talking.

      “Will your man be wearing a suit, then, Kerry? Cover up that ink, eh?”

      “Are you sure you need four bridesmaids?”

      And when Kerry made a throwaway comment about “only getting married once,” Joe’s cynical grunt had his sister’s mouth pinching into a tight bud.

      “Kerry, why don’t you have a look through these designs, and make some notes about what you like and don’t like?” MacKenna guided Kerry to the sofa and handed her a folder and a notepad and pen. “Joe and I will go into my office to discuss payment.”

      “We will?” Joe slumped farther into the chair, propped one foot on her coffee table, and folded his arms.

      “Yes, we will. Right now.”

      In case the man was dense enough to miss the I’m about to stuff this bolt of white organza down your throat if you argue tone in her voice, Mac crossed over to where he sat and knocked his foot off her coffee table.

      “Move your ass,” she mouthed with her back to Kerry.

      Joe stared up at her for a beat then slowly uncoiled from the chair and stood. Even in her five-inch heels, she still found herself nose to collarbone. Mac clenched everything south of her belly button in order not to take a giant, wobbly step backward. Or a half step forward, to press her lips against the strong column of his throat and the pulse bumping rapidly there.

      Crap—she was losing bucketloads of brain cells by the second, sniffing up some pheromone-enhanced scent of his cologne with an undertone of riled-up male. She made a tactical retreat and whirled away, reaching the door before she risked checking to see if he’d followed.

      He hadn’t.

      Instead, his gaze appeared to be fixed squarely on her…butt. Which caused a number of little chain reactions inside her, none of them professional, and none of which she wanted him to know about. Damn, she wished she’d kept her thick puffer jacket on this morning.

      “Are you coming?” She injected as much command into her voice as possible, hoping the tremble in her vocal chords would be neutralized.

      Kerry flipped a page in the folder and scribbled something on the notepad. Joe gave his sister one last glance and strode across the floor. Mac opened the door so fast she nearly yanked off the handle, and she shot toward the opposite side of the hallway into her office-cum-storage room.

      She headed straight for the sound system that piped music throughout the shop—classical for some clients, schmaltzy ballads for others, and for those with a glimmer of humor, her selection of tongue-in-cheek, eighties rock. She raised the volume of Billy Idol’s “White Wedding” and faced Joe. He’d followed her into her office and leaned against the closed door, all bad attitude and rumpled hair sticking up on one side since he must’ve shoved his fingers through it at some point in the last thirty seconds.

      “Billy Idol, really?” he said.

      “You want your sister overhearing the conversation we’re about to have? About how you’re behaving like a complete ass?”

      “You’re doing little to destroy this delusion of hers.”

      Feet moving of their own accord, Mac stomped over to him. “You can learn a lot about someone in a short amount of time, and I’ve learned this about your sister already—if you push her too hard too fast, she’ll dig in her heels. So back the hell off for a bit. You’re too heavy-handed.”

      His jaw bunched, and suddenly he wasn’t leaning against the door anymore—she was—with Joe’s big hands still clamped on her arms, which was how he’d twisted her around and pinned her.

      “Heavy-handed, am I?”

      Deeper and rougher than his usual silky tone with a hint of Ireland, his accent came out in force. It wasn’t the voice of a doctor with a charming bedside manner, but the voice of a man who could walk through the rougher parts of Dublin with confidence.

      “Yes.”

      The word came out high-pitched like a chick’s peep because his grip had loosened on her arms. Both his thumbs stroked over the curve of her biceps, and, dear God—she couldn’t for the life of her stop a delicious shiver from skimming down to her toes. Oh. And the shiver made a couple of pit stops at her nipples along the way.

      Her breath shuddered out on a gasp. Even though she knew how to break away from a man by inflicting enough pain to ensure he wouldn’t grab her again, Mac couldn’t do anything but curl her toes and stare at the working of Joe’s Adam’s apple.

      She licked suddenly dry lips. “You, ah, need to use a gentler touch.”

      “Do I, darlin’?”

      The mean streets of Dublin had left his voice, and a new tone appeared. One she’d never heard from him. One that a tiny corner of her heart recognized with a skittering jump, conjuring up a fantasy of a stone cottage on a lonely, Irish cliff top, the sea roaring below and a man whispering Irish endearments in her ears.

      His hands skimmed up her shoulders, and one finger traced the line of her jaw, coming to rest in the cleft of her chin. “That’s how you expect a man to handle you, no doubt. As if you were made of spun glass, and a kiss that was anything but gentle would shatter you.”

      “A kiss won’t shatter me.” That didn’t make sense, but then nothing did when she could barely hear his words over the pounding bass and the pounding thrum of blood firing through her veins.

      “Are you sure now? Because I’m not wantin’ to be gentle.”

      He dipped his head and brushed his lips along the path his finger had taken a moment before. A total contradiction of his words. Mac’s stomach dropped in a giddying free fall, and her hands—which had found their way onto his hips—bunched in the soft wool of his sweater.

      “Anyone ever tell you you talk too much?” she said.

      When she’d meant to say, “I need you to kiss me, fool.”

      Apparently, his diagnostic powers were good because he figured out what she needed, and he cupped one big hand behind her neck, lowering his mouth to hers. Warm, firm lips teased hers, not quite a kiss, more testing for reaction as he drew back a fraction, waiting for her to broach the hairbreadth of distance between them again. And with a ragged inhale, she did, parting her mouth slightly to draw him in deeper. If she was going to kiss Joe, then, dammit, it was going to be a good kiss. A grand kiss.

      A not gentle, not polite, not going to stop thinking about it for days kiss.

      He moved his mouth over hers, catching on to her intention to taste as much of him as she could. Soft, drugging kisses that caused a glimmer of smugness to appear for an instant, a half-formed thought of not gentle, my butt—then the fingers of his other hand splayed around her throat and his lips sealed to hers, the slide of his tongue against hers dragging a moan from her chest and a tingling tug deep within her core.

      He backed her against the door, keeping her in place with the hard planes of his body. Every inch of his body.

      Mac released his sweater, her hands travelling up the broad planes of his back to play over the hard-packed muscle there, her nails digging in for purchase as he took the kiss from gentle to combustible. His fingers slid into her hair, palming her head in the perfect position for him to plunder her mouth—and there was no other word, much as what remained of her brain cells cringed at using it. He plundered, demanded, stole the damn breath from her lungs until she clung to him with soft, whimpering moans.

      Joe broke the connection, feathering one last kiss along her jawbone. She was gratified to hear she wasn’t the only one with breathing issues, and judging by the press of his arousal into her upper belly, he’d been affected by their kiss as much as she had.

      “You’re wearing my lipstick,” she blurted as he took a step backward. She slumped for a second against the door, her legs undeniably wobbly.

      “And you look like a woman who’s been well and truly kissed.”

      He ran a thumb over his mouth, and the corresponding tug from her budded nipples made her knees weak all over again.

      “Shattered, if I might be so bold as to say,” he added.

      The man must be delusional, not to mention arrogant, if he thought she’d admit how much he’d rocked her world in the past few minutes. How kissing Joe Whelan ranked up there in the Top Ten Kisses of Mac’s life—okay, the Top Three Kisses.

      She forced her shoulder up in a half shrug. “It was a nice enough kiss, and we both needed to vent some frustration.” She strode over to her desk and tugged a tissue from the box, holding it out to him, giving it a little jiggle when he made no move to grab it. As if she were waving a white flag of surrender—but oh no, she wasn’t.

      Steeling herself, because having Laura walk in on them with Joe’s mouth still smeared with Sinful Sunset wasn’t an option, Mac crossed to him, intending to wipe off the crimson lipstick remains. He caught her hand before the tissue made contact, his thumb giving her wrist one soft stroke before he released her and plucked the tissue from her fingers.

      He wiped his mouth with the tissue and dropped it into the trash container beside her desk. Without denying their kiss was anything more than simple frustration, he parked his very fine butt on the edge of her desk.

      “Name your price.” Then, with a wicked grin, he added, “For Kerry’s dress, I mean.”
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      An hour later, after Kerry and Mac kicked Joe out to wait in his car, Mac had come up with a half dozen ideas of gowns that might appeal to Kerry, and had an appointment noted in her system for a week later when she’d come back to both sign off on the finalized design and for the measure up necessary for Reid to start creating a pattern.

      “Come to lunch with us,” Kerry said as she shrugged on her jacket. “Nothing posh, just a quick bite to eat at the pub.”

      Having a quick bite with the man who’d kissed her into a gooey puddle only an hour before? “Thanks, but I’d better—”

      “Please, MacKenna? You said you’ve no other client appointments until three, and if you don’t come, I’ll have to kill my brother to shut him up about how I’m ruining my life.”

      “He said that to you?”

      “Not outright, but it’s in his eyes every time he looks at me. And I don’t want to fight with him anymore today—not when he’s being so sweet paying for my dress.” Kerry’s mouth turned down as she zipped her jacket. “I know the two of you don’t see eye to eye either,” she continued. “But his bark is worse than his bite, as the saying goes.”

      Mac touched a finger to the tingling spot just below her ear where Joe’s stubble had grazed her skin. She’d prefer his bark to his bite any day. Trading barbs with him was much easier than the Jell-O legs she continued to suffer with every time she thought of him.

      Kerry’s frown turned into a sly smile. “Or I could tell Joe you refused to come to lunch since he’s going to be there.”

      “High school tactics—that’s pretty low,” Mac said.

      Kerry just continued to smile.

      “Fine. A quick lunch.” She caved under the Whelan charm, which was twice as powerful as Joe’s since Mac actually liked Kerry.
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* * *

      The pub was crowded, but they found a table for four near the back and ordered from the bar menu. Joe hadn’t raised an eyebrow when she and Kerry arrived at his car, with Kerry insisting she take the back seat so Mac could ride shotgun. He was a master of cool indifference, and from the polite small talk he made with both her and his sister, Mac could easily believe she’d imagined the blisteringly hot kiss they’d shared.

      While Joe went to wait for their drinks, Mac couldn’t resist a little prying.

      “You said your brother thinks you’re making a mistake with Aaron.” She leaned closer to Kerry in the booth seat so they wouldn’t be overheard. “Do they not get on?”

      Kerry’s lips twisted, her gaze dropping to her lap, where her fingers had locked together.

      “I’m sorry,” Mac added quickly. “You don’t have to answer; it’s none of my business. Only I can see it’s hard for you.”

      “Joe’s never met Aaron. I only met him eight months ago, and as amazing as I think he is, according to my brothers—and I have three of them—I shouldn’t even have gone past second base with him yet.” Kerry gave a rueful chuckle. “Not that my brothers and I ever talk about sex or falling in love or marriage, for that matter. Marriage has become a four-letter word in our family since Joe—” Kerry’s mouth snapped shut.

      Since Joe was all but left at the altar.

      Mac’s burgeoning appetite evaporated. She squirmed a little on the wooden seat, knowing what she had to ask but not wanting to. This deception—pretending she didn’t know Joe was plotting behind his sister’s back, pretending she didn’t know about Sofia-gate, wasn’t sitting well in her gut. But in order to keep playing this charade, a person who didn’t know what she knew would ask…

      “Since Joe what?” she said.

      Kerry shot her a sideways glance—an assessing, sideways glance. Then her mouth curved just a fraction. “Well, I guess it’s no secret in a town as small as Invercargill. My brother got his heart broken by a woman—engaged, they were—and he’s been gun-shy about wedding bells ever since.”

      “Oh. That’s awful. Poor thing.” Mac gave Kerry a sideways glance of her own, to check if Joe’s sister appeared to have any inkling of Mac’s involvement.

      But Kerry just nodded, her expression grim. “That’s why he’s not happy about me and Aaron. It’s not because Aaron drives a tour bus or has more than his fair share of ink on his arms. He wouldn’t care how Aaron votes, and he’d even forgive my man for supporting the Wallabies instead of the All Blacks—Aaron grew up in Australia, you see. It’s because he doesn’t believe in true love anymore.” She sighed and gave Mac a dreamy, heartfelt smile. “But that’s what Aaron and I have—true and strong and real. My brother’ll come around once he realizes Aaron’s not the male equivalent of his fiancée.”

      Joe appeared beside them with two white wines and an open bottle of beer on a bar tray. “What fiancée are we talking about?”

      Kerry jolted, eyes widening as she shifted her gaze between Joe and Mac. “I was just asking if Mac ever had a fiancé.”

      Way to throw me under the bus. Thanks Kerry.

      And, thanks to Joe looking at her with expectation as he passed her a wineglass, Mac couldn’t lie.

      “A long time ago,” she said.

      Joe handed the second wineglass to his sister and sat opposite them, taking a long, thoughtful sip of his beer. “Only about five years ago, wasn’t it? Not that long.”

      Kerry’s forehead creased. “I thought you two didn’t really know each other?”

      “We don’t,” Mac said quickly. “Like you said before, Invercargill’s a small town. Everybody kind of knows everybody, or they know someone’s cousin or neighbor or someone they went to school with. People do love to talk—not as much as in Oban, but…” Mac gulped some wine and hoped the Whelan siblings would let her off the hook.

      “There was talk?” Kerry asked. “About your fiancé?”

      “Her ex-fiancé.” Joe set down his beer and leaned back in his chair.

      Not gonna let her off the hook. Not by a long shot. Heat crept into her cheeks as the seconds ticked by, and nothing on his handsome face gave away any of his intentions.

      She took a deep breath. Just the facts, she told herself. He couldn’t humiliate her with the facts or make her feel any worse than she already did over what happened.

      “My fiancé was an agricultural research scientist, and we were together two years before he proposed. But in the end, it didn’t work out. Richard is married now with two little girls. I’m very happy for them,” Mac finished lamely.

      “Awwww.” Kerry patted Mac’s arm. “Richard must’ve been a complete eejit not to marry you. The man obviously needed glasses if he didn’t see what was in front of him.”

      Kerry’s instant loyalty touched Mac, and she didn’t have the heart to correct the other woman’s false assumptions.

      “Plenty more fish in the sea,” Mac said, the false joviality in her voice raising the last word to a singsong squeak.

      Luckily, the server arrived with their ordered lunches, and Mac dived into her meal. Kerry took the hint and changed the subject to the less minefield-ridden turf of national politics.

      Beneath the pub table, something nudged Mac’s foot. Goose bumps prickled under her shirt, but she continued to focus on getting her fork into her mouth without spilling any of the tomato-based pasta sauce down her front.

      Plenty more fish in the sea.

      All Mac had to do was figure out if the man opposite her was a fish or something more dangerous to her wellbeing. Like a great white shark.
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* * *

      He should’ve taken the last ferry back to Oban. He should’ve kept blinkers on while he boarded the ferry, and put the Foveaux Strait between himself and MacKenna.

      Should’ve, would’ve, could’ve.

      He blamed the look Mac had sent him over her shoulder as she’d left soon after shoveling down her pasta in record time at lunch. It was a look filled with confusion, embarrassment, vulnerability, and unwanted desire. The unwanted part should’ve been enough to deter him. It should’ve kept his car on State Highway 1 to Bluff and the ferry terminal. Instead, he spent all afternoon driving restlessly around Invers, checking out his old haunts then wandering around Queens Park, passing time until he estimated she’d be home.

      Invercargill’s streetlights had come on by the time he’d debated the insanity of seeing her tonight, while sitting in his car parked down the road from her converted factory house. The streetlights shone on spreading puddles, and storm water gushed along the gutters since it’d been raining heavily for the last hour. Mac’s lights were on, a beacon to guide him through the darkening night.

      What the hell was he thinking? Or a more pertinent question, what was he thinking with? Not his brain, that was for sure. Flippin’ hell.

      He got out of the car, slammed the door, and was soaked within five meters of it. No umbrella, no idea what to say if Mac’s lanky roommate was inside and not her, no Plan B if Mac shut the door in his face. Taking a risk, rolling the dice, sink or swim. Sometimes you had to gamble.

      As he strode up to Mac’s front door he caught the sound of loud music over the steady drip of rain. She was home.

      He froze then pressed his forehead to the front door, bracing his palms against the wet wood. Inside, the Divinyls’ female lead singer sang about touching herself.

      Thunk-thunk-thunk. He bumped his forehead to the door a fourth time. He was so screwed. He couldn’t walk away now, not picturing Mac dancing to this song. Not imagining she was thinking about him as she lip-synced the lyrics.

      Joe stabbed at the doorbell, and the music cut off. Because of the rain he didn’t hear her footsteps approach so when the door swung open, she caught him unaware, and he gawped at her in the halogen glow of her security lights. Behind her, the building’s workspace was dark. Soft light filtered down from the stairs that led to the first floor.

      “What’s the craic?” he asked, an Irish greeting he used with his mates without thinking. Only he should be thinking—with his brain and not his cock—because Holy Mother of God, Mac didn’t look anything like a mate.

      She folded her arms, breasts rising to mouth-watering cleavage in the teeny-tiny glittery camisole top she wore. “You missed the last ferry.”

      “Yep.”

      Ferry. Fairy. Potato, potahto. Mac looked like a sparkly little fairy—if the fairy had broken tradition and wore black yoga pants and had tied her long blond hair into a loose ponytail. She was so beautiful he wanted to scoop her up and save her for a Christmas tree topper. That and—

      A heavy drip of water made it under the tiny overhang above Mac’s doorway and found its way down the back of his shirt.

      “Can I come in and borrow a towel?” That was grand. Go for the poor, pathetic male begging on her doorstep routine. Women loved that. If you happened to be a puppy.

      “Hotels have towels. Two of them per room, usually.” She didn’t budge.

      “You’re a funny girl. Should I try my luck with Reid?” He nodded toward the darkened space behind her. “Maybe he’ll take pity on me and lend me a coat before I catch my death out here.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but a dimple winked in her cheek. “Reid’s not here. Neither is Laura. I’m alone.”

      He stayed right where he was, leaving the ball in her court. His heart rate tripled as she continued to study him. He was a little out of practice, but when you arrived on a woman’s doorstep and she made a point of stating her aloneness in the house…it cracked open a can of possibilities.

      “I wanted to talk to you.” The first little white lie he’d told her tonight. He wanted her, but he’d settle for talking. Hell, he’d settle for standing in her doorway, towel-drying his hair for two minutes if that’s all the time she’d care to give him. He just wanted—no, needed—to see her again before he headed back to Oban in the morning.

      “Talk, huh?” The dimples were back, and she opened the door wider. “Because that’s what guys want when they show up on my doorstep, dripping wet and sporting a hard-on.”

      He glanced down. Huh. She was observant as well as beautiful. “It’s a medical condition. Spontaneous transient arousal.”

      She snorted and headed up the stairs, leaving him to shut the front door and squelch after her.

      Her living quarters were sparse but eclectic. An enclosed, open-air deck that looked like the original outside brick wall of the building ran along huge sliding glass doors that separated the deck area from the open-plan living room and kitchen. Hardwood floors ran the length of the large room, and the white ceilings gave the feeling of a wide-open space. Her furniture had a retro look about it, including an old-style entertainment unit upon which sat a tiny box of a TV—by today’s standards, anyway—but next to that was a very modern sound system. He noted one wall had a Harley Komeke original hanging on it. Since Harley had moved back to Oban, married Bree, and had a baby, he’d generously gifted a lot of his art to friends. Joe had a stylized Komeke pohutukawa canvas on his wall at home.

      Mac disappeared up another flight of stairs leading, he presumed, to the bed and bathrooms. She returned a minute later with a fluffy white towel. By that time, his spontaneous transient arousal had dissipated, thanks in part to mentally picturing the last case of ingrown toenails he’d treated.

      She handed him the towel, and he gratefully shook it out and scrubbed his face and hair. Kissing Mac had been a mistake. Coming here was a mistake. But both felt unavoidable. The kind of mistakes you knew would have repercussions, but you told yourself you were helpless to avoid making them. When really it was because you wanted to make the damn mistakes and to hell with the consequences.

      He couldn’t hide behind the towel any longer. He lowered it from his face to find Mac only two steps away. Her chest rose and fell at a brisk rate, her nipples two distinct pearls under her thin top. One bra strap slid partway down her arm, and her mouth was bare of the lipstick she’d had on earlier, but her lower lip flushed pink from her teeth that continued to worry it.

      “You’re no longer spontaneously aroused,” she said. “It really was transient.”

      He smothered a grin. “Disappointed?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Give me a minute, and it’ll be back.” He threw the towel on the back of her sofa and stepped toward her.

      Mac took a giant step to the side, her eyes widening. “You’re here because you want me.”

      So. They’d gone past niceties into blunt truth. “Yes.”

      “Even though you don’t like me much.”

      There didn’t appear to be any hurt or self-pity in her tone, just a statement of fact—as she saw it.

      “No.” And that’s where the truth-telling stopped. Because the truth was he did like her—quite a lot. But admitting it wouldn’t do either of them any good. Even a platitude of you’re not so bad or you’re growing on me would lead her to imagine things between them that couldn’t happen. “But you don’t have to like someone to want them.”

      “True. And just to be clear,” she said and wriggled out of her camisole, “I don’t like you either.”

      She wore a lace-edged black bra that made the pale skin of her chest look even paler. While he remained fascinated with the sprinkling of freckles dotting her chest, she hurled her top at him. It didn’t reach his head as she’d likely intended but dropped between them like a glove thrown down in a duel.

      “Good to know.” Joe hauled off his sweater and tossed it to the floor on top of her camisole. Then he peeled off his shirt and added it to the pile.

      Mac’s cheeks sucked in, her gaze locked on his bare chest. “Just so we’re clear.”

      Her yoga pants were thrown down next, leaving Mac in only her bra and, cutely, a pair of pastel-striped cotton panties. She followed his gaze, but instead of covering herself, fisted her hands on her hips.

      “I wasn’t expecting you—and, anyway, I don’t wear matching lingerie for men I don’t like.”

      “Fair enough.” He slipped his belt from his jeans and shucked them down, gratified to hear her sudden intake of breath. His arousal was transient no longer—in fact, his knit boxers felt as if they’d shrunk a size he was so feckin’ hard. He stepped out of his jeans and kicked them over toward the rest of the clothing.

      “There are bits of you I think I’ll like.” She dipped her chin. “Take off the shorts.”

      A petty man would mention she had on two items of clothing still. Joe wasn’t a petty man, and he got rid of the boxers, managing not to fall on his arse in the process. A stripper he was not. Though Mac looked at him with the same hunger women evidently looked at male strippers. Unable to resist the temptation, he took himself in hand for one slow, firm stroke. Her eyelids fluttered to half-mast, and the softest, sexiest sound he’d ever heard escaped her plump pink lips.

      “You’ll do,” she said. “You’ll do fine. Now, come here.”

      If MacKenna Jones thought she’d twist him around her finger in bed during their one and only night together, she’d be sorely disappointed. But given that he couldn’t wait another moment to get his hands on her silky-looking skin, he moved without argument. She reached for him, dragging her fingernails lightly over his chest and down to his abs as he stopped moving, his erection nestling between their bodies and against the warm skin of her upper stomach. The brush of her nipples against him hardened him further, but frustratingly, he couldn’t kiss her without breaking the skin-to-skin contact—and there were bits of her skin still covered.

      He skimmed his hands down her shoulders until he touched her bra strap. He spider-walked his fingertips along the slippery satin, but bloody hell, he couldn’t find the clasp. She quivered, dropping her face so her nose bumped against his chest. Her hands, which had been resting on his waist, suddenly squeezed.

      Shite—nerves? Or change of heart?

      He rubbed her back. “I’m not usually so bad at this. Last year I beat the reigning champion, Ben Harland, at removing a bra in the Manly Man of the Year contest.”

      More quivering from Mac and a snuffle.

      He dropped his hands and arched his chin back. She wasn’t shaking with nerves, she was shaking with—

      “Are you laughing, woman?”

      “Yes.” A fully formed giggle burst out of her as she jabbed a finger to the bra clasp sitting neatly between her wobbling breasts. “Rookie mistake.”

      Generally, when a woman laughed during foreplay, it wasn’t great for a man’s ego. But with Mac it made him want to laugh, too, from the sheer pleasure of hearing the sound.

      “Looks as if I’ll have to prove I’m no rookie.”

      He grinned down at her and flicked open the clasp, her bare breasts spilling into his waiting palms. He scraped his thumbs over her nipples, and her laughter cut off with a jagged gasp.

      “Oh,” she said.

      He dipped his head and captured her mouth in a kiss that was anything but funny. Hot, wet, deep, he took his time, proving there’d be no more laughable moments between them for the next hour at least. She yielded to him, her nails digging into his shoulder muscles, but due to their height difference she wasn’t close enough. So he palmed her two perfect arse cheeks and hauled her up against him. Mac wrapped her legs around his hips, the heat of her pressed tight to his aching hardness. She hooked her arms constrictor tight around his neck, keeping their mouths sealed together, darting her wicked tongue against his until he wondered how he’d ever get them to a horizontal surface without his legs collapsing.

      Because the kind of sex they were going to have—the kind of sex that left you knackered and semiconscious hours later—wasn’t going to happen on her spindly vintage sofa. He wanted Mac too fiercely to worry about splintered furniture legs or broken coffee tables.

      Joe headed for the stairs, thankful for his years of hiking steep inclines since he made it to the top without loosening his grip on Mac, who was panting encouragement in his ears.

      “Third door,” she said as he strode down the narrow hallway. “On the left.”

      “I can find my way to your bleedin’ bedroom.” He nudged open the third door on the left and kicked it shut behind them. He carried her to the big bed, flicked on the nightstand light, and sat on the mattress, Mac still wrapped around him like a monkey. “I’ve an uncanny knack for that sort of thing.”

      “Still talking too much.” She grabbed his face in both hands and kissed him again, wriggling her delicious arse in his lap until his eyes crossed.

      Joe ran his hands over her ribs, stroking the soft curve of her breasts, loving the feel of her grinding against him as he discovered the delights of rolling her nipples between his fingers. Touching wasn’t enough. He lay back on the bed, positioning her upper body so he could arch up to reach those rigid tips. Another sexy moan escaped her as he suckled on her warm flesh, flicking and circling his tongue around her nipples until the taste and texture of her was imprinted in his brain.

      He couldn’t get enough, so he flipped her onto her back and eased between her thighs, bracing himself above her. Dropping his mouth to her neck, he traced a line of wet kisses up to her jaw while his hand slipped between them to graze over her panties. She wordlessly begged him to remove the last barrier between them by arching into his fingers and making little mewling sounds as he stroked over the damp cotton between her thighs.

      One other thing he couldn’t wait to taste.

      Joe edged down her body, taking his time to explore the lush terrain of her breasts, the dip of her waist, and the soft pale skin of her stomach. She raised up on her elbows as the breadth of his shoulders forced her thighs farther apart, her breath sucking in as he drew a finger down her panty-covered cleft. Her teeth bit down on her lower lip, and she lifted her hips in silent invitation. He didn’t need asking twice; he’d a knack for this sort of thing.

      Joe quickly divested Mac of her underwear and spread her thighs open with his palms. My God, she was a bite-sized piece of heaven to behold. He planted a hot, wet kiss on her inner thigh and blew on it. He glanced up to find her watching him, a couple of fine wrinkles on her forehead. There was a look of vulnerability in her eyes that hadn’t been there a few minutes ago. The most intimate of acts was one he’d never force on a woman if she weren’t into it as much as he was. And if she didn’t trust him to give her the pleasure she deserved…

      “Will you let me have you, MacKenna?” he asked. “I like this bit of you quite a lot, and I’m dyin’ to have a taste.” He parted her slick folds and rubbed gently at her swollen clit.

      Her hips jerked upward, her breath hitching. “Please,” she gasped.

      He bent and placed his tongue where his fingers had stroked. Her knees clenched against his shoulders, and her hands shoved into his hair as he continued to drive her wild with his lips and tongue. Sweet, sweet MacKenna did indeed taste as amazing as she looked, and as much as his cock throbbed in anticipation of burying itself inside her, he took his time. Gave that one small area of her body a hundred and ten percent of his focus until she bucked beneath his mouth as her climax shattered the last of her inhibitions.

      He held on, devouring her still as she came, the ripples squeezing his fingers which were still buried inside her. Finally, wrung out from her pleasure, she went lax, her fingers stroking through his hair instead of fisting it. He moved up her body and nibbled at her throat.

      “Condom,” she said, her eyes still a little unfocused.

      The sight made him grin.

      “Nightstand,” she added. “Hurry.”

      Completely on board with that plan, Joe rolled away from her, found protection, and suited up. He came back to her, and she twined around him, reaching between them to guide him home. Hesitating as he nudged inside her, he watched her sleepy-eyed gaze grow wide as she stretched around him.

      “All right, then?” he murmured then claimed her mouth in a kiss so devastating he couldn’t even recognize her moaned reply since his heartbeat thundered in his ears.

      Mac’s hips tilted to the perfect angle, and he thrust inside, his cock filling her with such sudden pleasure that he broke their kiss with a moan of his own. Jaysus—so wet and tight, he was enveloped in her warmth. A sensation amplified as she rocked her hips impatiently and hooked her heels over his arse.

      He moved within her, thrusting until he found the right tempo to have her chanting his name. Peeling one of her legs from his hips, he lifted her knee, changing the angle of penetration. He took her over and over until her body clamped and convulsed around his, and his climax rushed through him with a guttural roar.

      He held her for a long time afterward. Just breathing in her scent, feeling her heart pound against his then slow to a sated rhythm. Moving even an inch away from her again seemed an impossibility.

      “Do you want me to leave?” he asked.

      She traced a fingernail around his nipple and snuggled closer into his side, her pointy chin jutting into his chest, hair in disarray since at some point the elastic holding her ponytail had vanished.

      “No. I don’t want to be responsible for you catching your death,” she said. “And”—she ran her hand down over his abs to cup him intimately—“I’m not done with you yet.”

      Joe immediately started to harden, and he grinned, even though she couldn’t see it. “You’re a fine thing, MacKenna Jones, and I’m not done with you either.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It could’ve been two hours later or five; Joe had lost count of the seconds, minutes, eons spent in Mac’s bed, discovering her most intimate secrets. Like the cute-as-a-kitten growl she made when he’d teased one breast too long without giving the other equal attention. Like how her little hands were surprisingly strong, and how the blissfully perfect grip she demonstrated when stroking him made him want to weep tears of joy. Like the way she sweetly promised to rock his world a fourth time if he went downstairs and collected their clothes before Laura or Reid came home.

      By the time she’d kicked him out of the warm tangle of duvet, Joe would’ve just about agreed to empty out his bank account for one more minute wrapped around her nakedness.

      Of course, from a medical perspective, the cocktail of feel-good chemicals and hormones gushing through a male brain after spectacularly hot sex made it understandable how many men turned into complete doormats in the afterglow. Once his pleasure neurons had stopped firing, he’d be right as rain. And he’d have satisfied the annoying, unreachable-up-until-now itch that was MacKenna.

      He padded down the darkened hallway, following the glow of lights still on downstairs in the living room. His stomach rumbled as he hit the bottom of the staircase, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten since lunchtime. Clothes, then he’d raid Mac’s fridge for a bite, he told himself as he squinted against the living room’s bright light and headed for the pile of discarded clothes. The woman couldn’t expect a quality repeat performance from a man suffering from an empty stomach. He needed fuel; he needed—

      “That’s an image burned into my retina I could do without.” A voice sounded from behind him.

      A male voice, coming from MacKenna’s kitchen.

      Joe whirled, his gaze zipping across the clean white lines of the countertops to where Reid leaned against one with a giant sandwich raised halfway to his mouth.

      Joe had three options in dealing with the situation. One, go on the offensive. Two, apologize for walking around bare-arsed. He wasn’t entirely sure what the man’s relationship with Mac was now or in the past, but the thought of getting the living shite beat out of him for shagging her senseless didn’t have much appeal.

      Which left option three. Brazen it out, but make no sudden moves.

      He continued to stroll to the heap of clothing and pick up his boxer shorts from the top of the pile. “What’s the story?”

      “You tell me,” Reid said as Joe pulled on his underwear. “It’s three in the morning, you’re naked in my house, and there’s a bra hanging off the lamp. The plot of this story is kinda predictable.”

      Reid took a sizeable bite of his sandwich and chewed.

      Joe slitted his gaze at the side table, where MacKenna’s black bra did indeed dangle from the lampshade. So that’s where it went.

      “It wasn’t a rhetorical question,” he said. “It’s an expression.” Boxers on and not feeling quite as exposed, Joe stepped into his jeans, zipped, and buttoned. If Reid intended to have at him, he was buggered if he’d trade blows in his underwear.

      He walked over to one of the barstools on the other side of the counter and eased down onto it. He couldn’t say why he didn’t disappear back upstairs with Mac’s clothes and pretend he’d never seen the other man. Certainly would’ve been easier, less confrontational, and sometimes walking away was the right thing to do. He could attest to that. But he was curious about Reid and exactly what role he played in Mac’s life.

      “You have a problem with me and Mac?” Joe asked.

      Reid gave him a you’re a dead man stare and washed down his sandwich with whatever was in the mug beside him. “Is there a you and Mac?”

      Some sort of tea, because a dangling tea bag tail was draped over the mug’s rim. Not a decent Irish Breakfast blend, though, or even—try not to scoff—an Earl Grey. But a flowery-fruity smelling tea bag that had turned the hot water in the mug purple.

      “What if there is? She can sleep with whoever she likes.” Nice one, Joe. Resorting to high school level conversational skills.

      “Can she?”

      Joe rethought the last part of his outburst, a creeping, sickened feeling gathering in his gut at the image rising in his brain of Mac in bed with another man.

      “No. Not unless it’s me.”

      Temporarily me, he added silently. Because as much as it pained him to admit, he’d nowhere near scratched his itch enough.

      Reid gave a rumbly sound, which could’ve been interpreted as either approval or disapproval.

      “You got a thing for her?” Joe asked then glanced again at the purple tea. “Or are you, you know, batting for the other team?” He cleared his throat, which would hopefully dislodge his foot stuck in his mouth.

      Reid followed Joe’s gaze down to his mug. “Seriously? You think I’m gay because I drink tea?”

      “That’s not tea. Tea is black and strong and milk optional. That’s hot flower water.”

      Reid chuckled and tugged on the tea bag string a couple of times. “Most people assume I’m gay because I sew wedding dresses.”

      “Well, there’s that.”

      “That, and you’re wondering why I’m not tapping Mac, whose house I so conveniently live in.”

      Joe’s back teeth clicked together, his spine stiffening. “She’s beautiful and smart as hell, and don’t fucking talk about tapping her. She deserves more respect than that.”

      “She does,” Reid said. “And more respect than a man who’d do a runner from her bed at three in the morning.”

      “I wasn’t running. I’m not running. She kicked me out to grab our clothes before you or Laura saw them. Plus, I was hungry.” Right on cue, Joe’s stomach gave another violent rumble.

      Reid stared at him for a long moment then cut him a sharp grin. “Wore you out, did she?”

      “Something like that,” Joe admitted. “I don’t suppose you’ve got something other than peanut butter and bananas to go on a sandwich.”

      “There’s more manly ham and sliced roast beef in the fridge,” Reid said. “Help yourself.”

      Joe stepped around the counter into Mac’s kitchen and opened the fridge, removing the ingredients for a fine slap-up meal. “You’re not gay, then?”

      “Nope.” Reid didn’t bother turning around.

      “And you’re not with MacKenna?” Joe added, slicing the fresh home-made loaf of bread still on the cutting board.

      “We wouldn’t be having this frank, open, and nonviolent conversation if I were.”

      Joe snorted and cut a second slice. “I could take you, big guy.”

      “Not with those wussy doctor hands.”

      “Coming from the guy who spends his day playing with silks and satins.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, mate.”

      They went back to amicable silence while Joe continued to construct the mother of all protein snacks with ham, cheese, tomato, lettuce, and roast beef.

      “Mac’s helped me through some dark shit in the past,” Reid said out of the blue. “So on the rare occasions she asks me for help, I step up.”

      Joe added the top layer of bread to his masterpiece and returned the sandwich ingredients to the fridge. His stomach twisted, remembering the awful things he’d said to her that day long ago. “I didn’t appreciate her help at the time. I said things I shouldn’t have.” He sucked in a breath and stared over at the staircase that led to Mac’s bedroom. “Things I regret.”

      Reid swiveled on his barstool. “What are you gonna do about it?”

      “Are you asking what my intentions are?”

      “She’s my family.” His fingers clenched around the mug. “You got sisters?”

      “Just the one.”

      Reid drained the last of his flower water. “Then you’ll know why I’m asking you to stop thinking with your dick. Mac’s not as tough-skinned as she appears. Something to consider when you get back on the ferry in a few hours’ time.”

      “I’ll consider it.”

      Reid left the kitchen and gave the pile of clothes a wide berth.

      “Reid?” Joe said before the other man reached the stairs.

      Reid turned back, a wary look on his face.

      “My mam taught me to knit when I was eight. It’s a skill I’ve never lost. The Christmas after Sofia left me I knitted my whole family scarves to keep my mind busy and my fingers away from my phone. Being gifted at sewing shows an eye for detail and fine motor skills, nothing more.”

      Reid sucked in his cheeks, and his eyes danced. “Are you hitting on me, man?”

      Joe grinned. “Not even a little bit.”

      “Good. Because if I were gay, you’re not my type.” Reid disappeared down the stairs toward the ground floor.

      Silence descended in the room, and Joe was hyperaware of Mac naked in her bed above him. He picked up his sandwich and sniffed, his appetite suddenly waning. He could nap on Mac’s uncomfortable-looking couch then slip out at dawn to wait at the ferry terminal. Eat, nap, and leave before he got any more entangled with the woman. That would be thinking with his brain and his conscience.

      Or…

      He could take the sandwich upstairs and work on his appetite by waking up MacKenna with a kiss that’d curl her toes. He’d even share his hard-won snack, since fair’s fair, and he wasn’t a completely selfish wanker. At least not about food.

      Didn’t he deserve just one night of thinking with his dick?

      Joe tucked their clothes under his arm, flicked off the lights, and carried his sandwich upstairs to her room. He dropped the clothes inside the doorway and glanced up to see Mac sprawled on the side of the bed he’d claimed after their sexual acrobatics. She had her face smooshed into the pillow, as if she’d been sniffing his scent and had drifted off. Her long hair spread out in a silky fan over her bare back, the straight sweep of her spine and the rounded curve of her arse barely covered by the top sheet. She’d kicked the duvet down to the bottom of the mattress in her sleep, and her cheeks were flushed a pretty pink with a defined pillowcase crease on the one he could see.

      Mac’s not as tough-skinned as she appears.

      Joe placed the plate on the nightstand, stripped, and eased underneath the sheet, careful not to bump any of her outstretched limbs. One green eye fluttered open, and her nose crinkled.

      She boosted herself onto an elbow and stared past him to the nightstand. “Is that for me?”

      His stomach protested his generosity, but how could he deny her anything? “All but a couple of bites.”

      Mac wriggled into a seated position with a laugh, modestly tucking the sheet around her bare breasts. “Let’s make a deal. Half a sandwich each and you rock my world again one more time before dawn.”

      He sat up and drew her close for a lingering kiss. “Now that’s a fair exchange,” he said.
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      Four and a Half Years Earlier…

      

      Joe sat on the edge of his bed and stared into the open maw of their wardrobe. His wardrobe now. His. Because Sofia had removed all her clothes and enormous collection of shoes, and left his few shirts and pants and wedding-cum-funeral gray suit that took up less than a quarter of the space.

      Except for the clear plastic garment bag at the far end of the wardrobe that contained Sofia’s wedding dress. The only thing she’d left behind. She’d taken her engagement ring, likely because she could pawn it off for cash. He never wanted it back anyhow, not after he’d seen how easy it’d been for her to slip it off her finger.

      His eyes stung as he continued to stare at the dress, his vision blurred by the nonstop rewind-replay of the video in his head. Sofia had planned to cheat on him. Sofia had cheated on him before, of that he was almost certain.

      Joe marched over to the wardrobe and hauled out the garment bag. Feck it—no more sitting around. He needed to do something. He caught a glimpse of himself in the full-length mirror. Red-rimmed eyes, five days’ growth on his jaw, teeth bared in a rictus grin. He looked wrecked. He felt wrecked, like seaweed flung onto a beach after a storm. And then pissed on by a passing dog.

      Turning on his heel, Joe stalked out of the house and tossed the garment bag into his car.

      Fifteen minutes later, he flung open the door to Invercargill Bridal. The bell above tinkled as his glance whiplashed around the room. It was empty.

      “Be right with you.”

      Joe recognized the woman’s voice coming from behind the archway. MacKenna, that was her name. MacKenna Jones. He hadn’t paid her much mind during the one and only brief meeting they’d had. In passing he’d thought her attractive in a girl-next-door way but definitely not his type. Joe gritted his teeth. No, his type was a woman who so bedazzled him with her beauty and fake adoration that he couldn’t tell his arse from his elbow.

      The click of heels sounded, and MacKenna stepped around the arch. “Sorry about that, I—”

      She stopped so fast her upper body swayed forward, her eyes widening as they locked on to him. “Oh.”

      Her gaze zipped down to the garment bag draped over his arm.

      “Dr. Whelan.”

      He made a slow, deliberate one-eighty, and flipped over sign in the window so the “Closed” side face outward. He turned back to see MacKenna’s jaw had sagged.

      Whatever she saw on his face as they continued to eyeball each other had her shuffling half a step back, her hand bunching into a fist against the side of the archway. If she’d been a bank teller, he imagined she would’ve hit the silent alarm.

      “I’m not threatening you. I want to talk without interruption, and it won’t take much of your time.”

      “Ohhh-kay,” she said.

      Her throat worked as she edged out of the archway and scuttled to safety behind a display cabinet of glittery bridal things. He didn’t care to examine the glittery things to decipher their purpose, so he tossed the garment bag on top of it.

      “I’m returning this.”

      She winced, swallowing hard. “Of course. I’ll issue a full refund. It’s the—” Her voice cracked, and she pressed her lips together. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “Is that your normal business practice when a man returns his unfaithful fiancée’s wedding dress? A refund?”

      Spots of color appeared high on her pale cheekbones. “I haven’t encountered a situation like this before since I only took over the store six months ago, but I’m prepared to refund your money just the same.”

      He’d gone over a couple of different scenarios in his mind on the way there. Having her refuse to take the dress back was the most likely one. After all, with the cost of materials and the hours she’d spent making the damn thing, why would she—let alone any new business—voluntarily suffer a two-thousand-dollar loss? He’d imagined a satisfying exchange of heated words, a vent to the frustration he’d been otherwise unable to express. He hadn’t expected her to cave like a cheap suitcase and look at him with big, woeful green eyes.

      “I don’t want a refund. Keep the dress, do whatever you please with it—throw it on a bonfire next Guy Fawkes Night—I don’t care. I just wanted it out of my house.”

      Her mouth puckered. “I’m not going to burn it.”

      “Use it for rags, then. Turn it into a feckin’ doily.” He braced his palms either side of the garment bag and leaned in. Yep, he was acting the arsehole, but his blood had riled being back in this shop. Back with the only other woman who knew too well what a fool Sofia had made of him. “I. Don’t. Care.”

      “You do care,” she said. “The hurt’s written all over you.”

      “And you can tell how gutted I am from knowin’ me all of five minutes?”

      “I saw the way you looked at her.” Her eyes softened, and her shoulders drooped. “You loved her, and she betrayed the promise she made to you. It’s only normal to feel—”

      “Don’t you dare tell me how I feel. Don’t you dare offer me your bloody condolences. Just tell me why you did it.”

      She told him. About overhearing Sofia’s phone conversation during her final fitting. About making the decision to spy on Sofia with her friends and how Mac knew she’d need proof before he’d believe Sofia was unfaithful. About giving Sofia an ultimatum, and how when it didn’t look as if Sofia would leave, Mac had sent them both the video footage.

      MacKenna’s small fists were wrapped around the garment bag’s coat hanger by the time she’d finished. His mouth dry, his heart slamming over and over like a door caught in the wind, Joe met her gaze.

      “Those are the events as you see them, but I want to know why you thought you had the right to interfere in my life.”

      “I had no right. But I was worried, so I did what needed to be done.” MacKenna blinked her long, dark lashes. “Isn’t it less painful to be left at the altar than suffer a marriage built on lies?”

      “Not quite a correct analogy since we didn’t quite make it that far—” His jaw hardened to concrete, and he leaned in even closer until they were nearly nose to nose. “You’d need to ask Richard Woodley on a scale of one to ten how much less painful it is to be dumped on your wedding day, now, wouldn’t you?”

      The color blanched from MacKenna’s face, and she jerked backward as if static electricity had zapped between them.

      “How do you know about Richard?” she asked.

      “A research scientist isn’t the only one who knows how to research. I found an archived copy of a marriage announcement in a local rag with Google. A bit of digging among some of my gossipy older patients revealed how the bride did a bunk on her wedding day, and that less than three months later, her broken hearted groom moved to Christchurch with another girl. Guess you weren’t quite the catch you thought you were.”

      MacKenna folded her arms, her eyes narrowing to long-lashed slits. “You Googled me?”

      Her indignation was the last straw. “Yes, you conniving little bitch. I figured out exactly why you did what you did. Don’t try to fool me with some bullshit about not wanting me to be hurt. You were jealous of the way I felt about Sofia—couldn’t stand that someone could love her that much and not you. No, you didn’t break Richard’s heart by leaving him at the altar. The man dodged a fuckin’ bullet when you stood him up.”

      “You think I was jealous? That I wanted you for myself?”

      “Either that or you’re a cold-blooded sociopath.”

      “The only thing I want is for you to leave,” MacKenna said. “Get out, and take the dress with you, before I throw you out on your ass myself.”

      An empty threat and she knew it. But he’d said his piece now, and his shoulders were lighter for it. So without another glance at MacKenna Jones, Joe turned and walked out the door.

      Without the feckin’ dress.
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      Two weeks after Joe had left her in bed with a kiss and sandwich crumbs, Mac welcomed his sister back into Next Stop, Vegas. Kerry had already returned once where they’d agreed on the perfect design for her gown. Mac had taken Kerry’s measurements, and Kerry had insisted—okay, pleaded with Bambi eyes—that Mac come to lunch with them after the first fitting today.

      Mac led Kerry down the hallway to the dressing room. Inside hung the mock-up of her dress, constructed of a plain, light-weight cotton. Mac would pin it to fit Kerry’s body perfectly then Reid would use the modifications to make the necessary adjustments to the pattern. Then Kerry’s dress would be cut from the ivory charmeuse she’d chosen and Mac and Reid would get to work.

      “It’s gorgeous,” Kerry breathed as Mac lifted the dress from the coat hanger.

      Mac chuckled. “This is just eight-ninety-nine a meter cheap cotton. Wait until you see the real thing.”

      “Wait until Aaron sees the real thing.” Kerry didn’t wait for Mac to leave the room as most brides did; she just shimmied out of the wraparound knit dress she wore and stood in her underwear, wriggling her fingers for the dress like a two-year-old spotting a cookie.

      Mac stared. Um, overfamiliar much?

      Kerry’s eyebrow lifted, and she glanced down at her strapless white bra and granny-like briefs. “What? Friends don’t let friends hang about half naked. Y’told me to dress in what undergarments I’d wear on the big day.” She pinged the waistband of the panties. “Spanx, my friend. Can’t beat it.”

      No, no, no. They weren’t friends. A friend didn’t try to sabotage a friend’s engagement. Mac swallowed hard and handed over the mock-up.

      Kerry stepped into the cotton shell and tugged it up. Mac moved behind her with her wrist pincushion and set about doing her job. She listened and made appropriate noises while Kerry chatted about work, her friends, and the venue they were considering putting a deposit on.

      “I know this is a little odd,” Kerry said, “but when Joe said he knew you, I just couldn’t pass up the opportunity.” She laughed, tilting her head so her gaze met Mac’s in the mirror. “And I’m so glad we met and even more glad you’re coming to lunch with us today. Even though Aaron’ll be there, it’d help no end, knowing I have your support since Joe’s still so against me getting married.”

      Way to make a girl feel like the biggest conniving bitch in the world.

      “He’s just worried about you.” Mac added another pin to a side panel so it sat smoothly against the waist without puckering. “Getting married is a big step.” She’d listened to Kerry chatter earlier about the hunt for another apartment she and Aaron would move into after their wedding. “You could always just continue living together for a while.”

      Kerry rolled her eyes. “No, we Whelans are the marryin’ type. All or nothing.”

      So Joe was the marrying type? A shiver skimmed down Mac’s spine, but she shook it off. Wasn’t as if she fit the bill as the type of woman he’d be interested in as a long-term prospect. Sure, Joe had paper-thin excuses for why he’d arrived at her doorstep again for the past two Friday nights in a row. Once she’d dealt with the weekend wedding stuff, they’d spent the rest of the two days tucked up in her bed. And in bed, she fit the bill. In bed, they could forget their differences for hours at a time and just enjoy each other. Her heartbeat kicked up, every pulse point in her body throbbing in anticipation of seeing him again today.

      “Even your brothers?” Mac asked, super casual like.

      Kerry’s reflection beamed at her.

      “Well,” she said, in the tone of a woman warming to her favorite choice of gossip. “There’s my twin, Kyle, who never came across a pretty girl he didn’t want to shag or get his face slapped for trying. Ma pretends not to notice all the different women in the selfies he posts on Facebook. Da thinks it’s a riot. Then there’s Luke. He’s three years older than Kyle and me, and he’s all dark and broody—a real Heathcliff wandering the moors type, mourning for his lost Cathy. Or in Luke’s case, his high-school sweetheart he married at eighteen. Poor Sasha. Three months after the wedding she was diagnosed with terminal breast cancer. She died just before Christmas. God rest her soul. She and Luke weren’t married even a year.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mac murmured. “That must’ve been very hard for your family.”

      “Oh, we were all gutted for him. Just devastated.” She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “Yet out of all my brothers, Luke’s the one who told me to go for it with Aaron. ‘Life is short, love fiercely and bravely, and have no regrets,’ he said when I spoke to him last.”

      Mac was almost too scared to ask, but she was compelled to. “And Joe?”

      She busied herself adding another couple of pins to the opposite bodice panel so she wouldn’t have to meet Kerry’s gaze in the mirror.

      Kerry sighed. “Joe’s a different kettle of fish. On one hand, he’s a Whelan, so he falls in love hard and fast. On the other, he’s been burned—the broken engagement I told you about. Not that I believe he was really in love with Sofia. I’m glad she broke it off, though I often wondered if she left voluntarily.”

      Hairs prickled down Mac’s spine, and her fingers stilled, gripping the pinhead tightly. “What do you mean?”

      She lifted her chin to find Kerry’s gaze locked on hers.

      “I mean I’m a snooper. And after Sofia dumped Joe, when my brother was hurting but too damn stubborn to talk to any of us about his poor manly feelings, I went through his e-mails and found the video you sent.”

      A solitary pin dropped to the polished wooden floor with a ping. It sounded loud in the small dressing room. Mac swallowed past a gigantic ball of dust-covered guilt. “You must hate me.”

      “Trust me,” said Kerry. “If I hated you, you’d know all about it.” She shook her head. “He needed to find out what Sofia was really like. I’ve wondered over the years, you know, what your motivations were behind sending it, but now that I’ve met you I understand. You saved my brother from a mistake that would’ve changed him for the worst, almost as much as Luke was changed by Sasha’s death.”

      “There’ve been many times I wished I hadn’t interfered.”

      “Like when Joe returned his bitch-fiancée’s dress, I’m guessing?” Kerry said over her shoulder. “What ever happened to that dress, by the way?”

      Mac shrugged. “I gave it to a bride who needed it and didn’t know the history behind it.”

      “You gave it to a bride who couldn’t afford a MacKenna Jones original?” Kerry’s mouth twitched. “Leaving you out of pocket when you were just starting out.”

      “Joe had already paid for the dress,” she said. “And although I left a refund check for him at his surgery, he never cashed it. Giving it away was the right thing to do.”

      “And my brother,” Kerry said. “Did he behave himself when he came by?”

      There was a warning note in Kerry’s voice, as if she were about to storm out of the room and smack Joe upside the head for offending Mac back then.

      “It was a long time ago, and I don’t hold a grudge. Unlike Joe,” she added.

      Immediately, she wished she’d kept her mouth shut, as Kerry’s gaze sharpened.

      “Aha! So that’s where this ‘we don’t get on’ and ‘MacKenna thinks I’m a bit of a wanker’ comes from.” A sly grin appeared on Kerry’s face. “Time seems to have healed some wounds on both sides, judging by the color in your cheeks and the way Joe gets all flustered every time your name is mentioned.”

      “You’ve talked to him about me?” Mac refrained from shuddering at the thought of Kerry’s sisterly snooping somehow having discovered he’d spent the night at her place.

      “Oh, extensively. He never shuts up about you.” Kerry flapped a hand. “Blah-blah Mac is gorgeous. Blah-blah, she’s feisty but sweet and snogs like a champ.”

      “You’re making that up.” Mac’s face heated to a temperature that could’ve singed the cotton between her fingers.

      “That part, I am,” Kerry agreed. “But the part about him getting flustered? All true. Swear on my nanny’s grave back in Dublin.”

      Mac pulled out one of the pins that held the dress together in lieu of the concealed zip that would be in the final garment and slipped it between her lips. Legitimate excuse not to pepper Kerry with questions like a teenage girl.

      Kerry watched in the mirror as Mac added more pins to the first.

      “You’re fallin’ for him, aren’t you?” Kerry asked, clasping the bodice to her breasts as the back of the dress gaped open.

      Cool metal pressed into Mac’s lips, and she had to fire up a quick brain demand for her mouth to remain shut or else she’d be inhaling a mouthful of pins. Falling for Joe? She shook her head and made a derogatory sound in the back of her throat. No, she wasn’t falling for him…was she?

      Mac plucked the pins from her mouth and stabbed them into the pincushion, forcing herself to meet Kerry’s eyes. “No, but I do like him.” Better to give the woman something to chew on. “And he’s got a nice ass for a stuffy doctor.”

      As intended, Mac’s comment caused Kerry to burst out laughing.

      “That’s a good foundation for any relationship.”

      Mac helped Kerry out of the dress and returned it to the coat hanger while Kerry got dressed.

      “Can I refer to you as Joe’s girlfriend at lunch?” Kerry asked while Mac fussed with the dress, ensuring the pins remained firmly in place for Reid to make the necessary adjustments.

      Mac turned slowly to face the other woman, who was grinning at her.

      “Not unless you want him to stroke out,” Mac said. “We’re not into the whole boyfriend-girlfriend label thing.” Even though she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him, replaying the nights they’d spent together over and over in her head. Just when she thought her blush was receding, it returned with a vengeance.

      “And there’s no relationship. We’re just, you know, kind of in a…” She flapped a hand in Kerry’s direction and tried not to melt into a humiliated, gooey pool on the floor.

      Kerry’s grin grew wider. “Shagging each other’s brains out stage? The one before you realize there’s more between you than just hot sex?”

      “You”—Mac pointed a finger at her—“are officially on my shit list for making me act so unprofessionally around a client.” And for putting silly, romantic daydreams into her head.

      Kerry finished buttoning her dress and picked up her purse. “You’re buying the first round if you want me to keep my gob shut about the whole banging-my-brother thing.”

      “Deal,” Mac said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joe arrived at the restaurant ten minutes earlier than his sister had nominated. He positioned himself at the bar with a view of the entrance, ordered a soda water because he wanted a clear head, and waited. According to Kerry, while she was at her fitting, her fiancé had a mate in Invers to catch up with.

      Drug dealer? Loan shark? A quickie with another woman?

      His back teeth clicked together, and he sat straighter on the bar stool. Too trusting, that was Kerry. A romantic dreamer who befriended everyone because a stranger was merely a friend you didn’t know yet. MacKenna was a little wiser to the ways of the world. Hopefully, she’d use the time alone with Kerry to plant more doubt about the wisdom of leaping into a lifelong commitment.

      The pub door swung open, and a veritable mountain of a man strode inside. He was at least six foot three, had a build like a rugby prop, and was wearing a button-down shirt that must’ve been an XXL just to accommodate all that muscle. Above the shirt collar, a black swirl of ink snaked up the man’s throat, arrowing toward a squared, break-your-knuckles-in-a-brawl jawline. Shaggy black hair curled in a wild mop on his head, and his eyes were concealed behind wraparound shades—what a wanker; it wasn’t sunny out. The shades moved from left to right then zipped back to Joe. A white wedge of a smile appeared on the man’s face, and he shoved the shades up onto his head and strolled over, extending one huge, meaty paw when he was a few steps away.

      “Kia ora. I’m Aaron. You must be Joe,” he said in a deep voice that sounded like chunks of gravel grinding together.

      A pack a day smoker? Around his baby sister? That wasn’t gonna happen.

      Joe slid to his feet and straightened until his spine cricked with the effort of reaching his full height. He tried not to feel like a gangly ten-year-old as inbred politeness forced him to shake Aaron’s hand. He braced in anticipation of the manly pissing contest of having his fingers gripped in a vise, but Aaron merely gave his hand a brief jerk and released.

      “You look just like Kerry,” he said. “Picked you out straight away.”

      So now he looked like a girl. What a charming fella.

      “Have a seat.” Joe gestured to the empty stool next to his.

      Aaron sat, and Joe followed suit, subtly edging toward the bigger man to detect the tell tale stench of a hard-core smoker. Nothing but the lingering smell of soap and peppermint. All right then, he wouldn’t deduct a point in Aaron’s favor for being a smoker.

      “What’re you drinking?” Joe asked. “I’m buying the first round. Beer? Something stronger?” At eleven thirty in the morning, with Aaron planning to drive his sister back to Queenstown after lunch. Let’s just see what column the man checks in this little test.

      “Just a ginger ale for me.” Aaron signaled the bartender and ordered. “I’m not much of a drinker,” he added as the woman filled a tumbler with ice and retrieved a bottle from the bar fridge.

      A teetotaler? On medication? An alcoholic?

      “You’re marryin’ into a drinking family; we’re Irish.”

      “Yeah, the accent’s a dead giveaway.”

      Said deadpan. Smartarse.

      “You’ll need a sense of humor if you join the Whelan clan,” Joe said.

      “Bunch of jokers, eh? Sounds like my lot.”

      Aaron ignored Joe’s not-so-subtle emphasis on the word “if” and smiled at the bartender placing his ginger ale on the bar. She did a double take at him, her lips curving into a come-hither smirk.

      “Kerry fits in well with my folks already,” he added. “Slid in as smooth as a greased pig.”

      Joe was about to object to his sister being compared to a pig when the hairs on his nape lifted, and he caught the faint whiff of flowery lemon seconds before his sister’s slightly edgy voice said, “There you both are.”

      Kerry slipped to Aaron’s side and stroked her palm down his broad back. Aaron set down his drink and swiveled to place a brotherly kiss on her temple.

      “Hey,” Aaron said.

      But the look he and Kerry exchanged was anything but brotherly. Joe’s gut clenched, a slow tide of lava creeping up from it. Fingers tightening on his glass, he leaned back—and was stopped by a firm hand on his elbow.

      “Our table’s ready,” Mac said.

      Joe forced his gaze away from the temporarily engaged couple, and looked to Mac staring up at him with eyes narrowed in warning.

      Don’t, she mouthed.

      He glared back at her, taking in her gloss-slicked lips, the tinge of pink on her nose and cheeks from the cold, and the tip of her braid draping over her shoulder to rest on the swell of her breast, just visible beneath the open collar of her wool coat. Her fingernails dug into his flesh beneath his shirtsleeve and she angled her head, paused, then unbuttoned the top two buttons of her coat. Underneath the black wool, she wore a wide, scoop-necked top of some sort that hugged her tits in a way that made his mouth go dry.

      Two more buttons popped open, and Joe forgot about his sister making bedroom eyes at the big oaf next to him.

      The top turned out to be a dress, and it stopped mid-thigh, skimming over curves he couldn’t wait to get his hands on again. Matching red ankle boots with high heels completed the look. Mac released his elbow, and he nearly fell off his stool, where he’d be quite happy groveling at her feet—especially if it gave him the vantage point of looking up her dress to check out what panties she wore.

      Yes, he was a feckin’ pervert.

      She slipped off the coat and draped it over her arm, giving him a mysterious smile.

      “Table’s ready. Let’s eat,” he croaked without taking his eyes off Mac.

      She turned and headed through the scattering of customers grabbing an early lunch to the booth seats at the edge of the room. Joe slid off the bar stool and followed Mac, the sway of her perfect arse under her dress leading him like a prize bull with a ring through his nose.

      Yes, he was feckin’ pathetic.

      Mac and Kerry kept the lagging conversation going in the drawn-out gaps between scanning the menu, ordering, and their meals arriving. Nobody seemed to mind listening to Aaron ruminate on the virtues of some latest techno gadget or why adventure tourism continued to be the backbone of Queenstown or that his family was staging an intervention for a cousin who’d become addicted to methamphetamines. Nobody seemed to care he preferred golf to rugby, thought Tarantino was a genius, smacked his lips as he ate, and stole food from Kerry while she wasn’t looking and found it hilarious.

      During the meal, Mac sat closer than necessary to Joe on the padded bench seat, her thigh occasionally pressing against his, her elbow bumping him each time she reached for her wine glass. The constant sizzle of attraction helped him keep his mouth glued shut between bites of his fish of the day. It helped until they’d finished their meal, and then Aaron picked up Kerry’s beer—which happened to be one of their dad’s most popular light lagers—and sniffed. His nose wrinkled, and he set the bottle down again.

      “Don’t know how you can drink that stuff, baby.”

      Kerry sent him an indulgent smile. “It’s an acquired taste.”

      “All tastes like horse piss to me,” Aaron said.

      Final straw broken. Joe bolted upright in his seat, every muscle stretched to the breaking point.

      He gripped the table edge and leaned in. “We didn’t have much money growing up, and our parents sacrificed everything for us. That ‘horse piss’ is a result of my parents’ blood, sweat, and tears, and the hard work they put in building up their multi-million-dollar business from nothing.”

      Aaron’s dark eyes swiveled toward Joe, a deep V appearing on the man’s forehead. “Mate, I was just—”

      “But then you know that, don’t you? You know our mam and da would happily provide you with a cushy desk job in Nelson should Kerry ask them to.”

      Mac’s small hand clenched on his thigh, but Joe couldn’t shut his gob; it’d gotten away from him.

      “You know that one day she’ll inherit a shitload of money and acquire shares in a successful company,” he continued. “Know that you’ll never have to drive a bus again once you get a ring on her finger and open a joint fucking bank account.”

      “Joe!” Kerry’s eyes filled with tears.

      Aaron looked steadily at him from across the table, a muscle twitching in his jaw but saying nothing. Because Joe was right.

      Aaron was planning to marry his sister for all the wrong reasons.

      

      Mac’s gaze bounced between the two men at the table. If her worst fears were true, they were both gearing up to beat the crap out of each other. She wouldn’t let that happen, not when Kerry sat frozen beside her fiancé, staring at her dumbass of a brother with the shattered pieces of her heart showing in her eyes.

      Mac scooted out of the booth and latched her hands onto Joe’s elbow, dragging him across the bench seat.

      “Excuse us,” she said to Kerry and Aaron. “Joe’s a doctor, but I think he’s forgotten to take his meds this morning. We’ll be back in a minute.”

      “MacKenna,” Joe growled, giving his elbow a shake.

      She wouldn’t be shaken off. Giving an I’ve got this smile to the elderly couple in the booth behind them who’d turned to stare, she stamped her foot on the toe of Joe’s shoe. He winced but didn’t budge from the table.

      “Move your ass before I lodge my spike-heeled boot up it,” she ordered.

      When he continued to exchange the evil-overlord eyeball with Aaron, Mac bent and pressed her lips to his ear.

      “If you love your sister, come with me now before you hurt her any more than you already have.”

      That did the trick. Joe eased out of the seat, and without a backward glance strode across the room to the dim hallway leading to the pub’s restrooms. Mac hurried after him, her heart thudding against her ribs, her gut clenched around the Caesar salad she’d nibbled on during lunch. By the time she caught up with Joe, he was leaning against the wall at the end of the hallway, arms folded, mouth dialed to Grim Reaper.

      “Really?” Mac marched up to him and poked him in the stomach, which only served to hurt her finger. Stupid abs. “Have you lost your ever-lovin’ freaking mind?”

      “Apparently it’s a family trait. What the hell is she thinking?”

      His voice rose on the last sentence, and Mac twisted around, convinced everyone in the whole pub heard them.

      “Lower your voice,” she snapped. “God, you’ve already made Kerry cry with your mean-girl performance.”

      Her gaze whipped around the empty hallway until it landed on the last door in the corridor with a wheelchair symbol and a sign declaring it a unisex bathroom. The lock was turned to “vacant.” It’d have to do.

      She grabbed his wrist and yanked as she stomped past, tugging him around to face the other direction.

      “In here,” she said, hauling open the door and shoving him into the bathroom.

      While the box-shaped room decorated with white-on-white tiles was more sterile than calming, it was at least private, and for a pub bathroom, surprisingly clean. Good to know. Plan B if the big pissed-off man in front of her refused to listen was to flush his head in the toilet bowl a few times.

      “Mean girl?” he grumbled.

      She shut the door behind him and locked it.

      “Pointing out the obvious was mean?” he went on. “Someone had to tell her the truth—the man’s only after her for her money.”

      Temper rolled through her like the approach of a thunderstorm. Complete with forked lightning and the threat of flooding. She shoved Joe’s rock-hard abs with both palms, knocking him off balance a couple of steps until his butt hit the sink. Then she moved in close and grabbed two fistfuls of his long-sleeved charcoal Henley, which currently emphasized the electric blue of his eyes—not that she was noticing—and got in his face.

      “Your sister is beautiful, funny, kind hearted, and as smart as hell, and you think the only reason Aaron—who is completely head over heels in love with her, by the way—wants to marry her is to get his hands on money she doesn’t even have?”

      “Yep.”

      “You really can’t find anything good to say about the man?”

      “Nope.”

      Oh, for Pete’s sake. Mac thunked her head on Joe’s chest, once, twice. Pretended the subtle scent of his soap and the spicy-warm male smell that’d permeated his shirt didn’t make her want to take a bite out of one taut pec muscle.

      “What about the fact he coaches a primary school cricket team and outfitted some of the kids who couldn’t afford their uniforms from his own pocket?”

      Joe made a derogatory sound in the back of his throat. “So now you’re on board the bus driver’s drink-the-Kool-Aid train?”

      Mac rapped her knuckles against his chest. “That doesn’t make one lick of sense.”

      One moment she was pressed up against Joe; the next, he’d grabbed her around the waist, swept her off her feet, and reversed their positions so it was her bottom pushed into the hard sink edge.

      “Neither does this.”

      He cupped her face in his big hands, surprisingly gentle considering the heat in his eyes, and lowered his mouth to hers. Nothing gentle about his kiss, though. Mac inhaled sharply as his lips crushed hers, her stomach plummeting into free fall as his tongue gained entry and danced alongside hers. He tasted of warm hops and lazy days in the sunshine…days spent at the beach, where you prayed the boy you were crushing on would just plant one on you already. Her head spun as he stroked her cheeks with his thumbs and gently pulled on her bottom lip with his teeth. She whimpered, grabbing his wrists and holding on, trying not to lose herself as anger was replaced with raw passion.

      He tore his lips away from her mouth, only to blaze a trail of hot kisses down her throat.

      “You’re trying to distract me.” And he was doing a damn fine job since what were they arguing about again?

      “I’m distracting us both. Trying to figure it out.” His hand shifted to her leg, and he ran his fingers up the smooth skin of her thigh and under her dress.

      “What out? I mean figure what?”

      He pulled aside the edge of her panties and slid a finger through her slick folds.

      “Ohhhh.”

      “God, you’re wet for me already,” he muttered and stroked her again. “This is what I’m trying to figure out.”

      Joe’s fingers stroked and teased until she was panting, pleading with incoherent little sounds. He spun her around to face the wall above the sink, a mirror there revealing her flushed cheeks and bright eyes, her lips reddened from his kisses. He slid her panties down to her knees and shoved her dress up to her waist, exposing her completely. She braced herself with one hand on the sink, and with the other reached behind her to his erection straining against his jeans.

      “Please,” she said, fumbling to find his zipper.

      “This is feckin’ insane what you do to me.” He brushed her fingers out of the way and unzipped himself.

      She heard the rustle of clothing, saw his reflection twist away from her briefly to retrieve his wallet, which after removing a condom, he tossed onto the floor. Foil tore, and moments later his hand gripped her left hip, tilting her forward. He nudged her entrance, his fist bumping her bottom as he guided himself inside her, one swift thrust to fill her completely.

      Mac clapped a hand to her mouth to prevent a sound escaping. Her knees quivered, even as Joe steadied her by wrapping his big body around her and sliding a hand down her stomach to find her pulsing core. He circled her clit, sending waves of pleasure to surround his hard intrusion into her body as he began to move. Slow, even strokes at first, the delicious friction almost unbearable as he stretched her to capacity with such deep penetration.

      “You’ll come for me like this,” he ground out into her ear. “Watching me pleasure you.”

      His words weren’t a question but an order. His finger moved faster, driving her toward the edge. The woman in the mirror panted, her breasts heaving, eyes glassy with wild abandon as the man behind her moved inside her faster, harder, cords standing out in his throat as he slammed into her again and again. Her vision blurred as the orgasm ripped her apart in shuddering waves, and she couldn’t prevent the soft wail of his name escaping her mouth. Joe held her upright with one arm around her middle as he thrust into her a few more times then went rigid, his release a harsh growl against her shoulder blades.

      Seconds then moments ticked by, the only sounds in the small, tiled room their uneven breaths and the whirr of the extractor fan. Joe’s arm slid from around her middle and he pulled away. Mac continued to grip the edges of the sink, her gaze locked on the drip-drip-drip of a leaky faucet, her womb still quaking with mini aftershocks. His clothing rustled again, and she heard the sound of toilet tissue being ripped from the holder. The reality of angry sex in a restroom. Something she’d never experienced until now.

      Scalding heat spilled into her cheeks as she turned her back on him, hauled up her panties, and smoothed down her dress. The toilet flushed.

      “MacKenna?”

      She couldn’t look at him. Not without giving away her confusion and silly, girlish vulnerabilities. “You’d better go back out. I won’t be long.”

      “Jaysus, MacKenna, I…”

      In the mirror she caught a glimpse of him shaking his head then bending to retrieve his wallet. When he rose to his full height, his mouth was once again a straight slash across his handsome face. He walked to the door and unlocked it. His shoulders hunched for a moment then braced back to their usual strong width.

      “A bleedin’ fool, that’s what I am.”

      Then he left, closing the door gently behind him.

      Five minutes later—thankfully, no one pounded on the door while Mac attempted to regain her composure—she left the restroom. She couldn’t hide her puffy lips, but she’d done her best with cold water and paper towels to try to disguise the I’ve just had sex rosy glow on her face. With Kerry and Aaron still likely upset, they probably wouldn’t notice how long Mac and Joe had been gone anyway.

      But Joe sat alone in the booth, the table cleared of their lunch dishes and wiped clean. His expression was unreadable as she crossed to him, forcing the wobble out of her step and steel into her spine. He handed over her purse and coat as she drew alongside.

      “They were gone when I came out,” he said simply.

      Mac slipped into her coat and buttoned it to the neck. “Have you tried calling her?”

      “I’ll give her a bit to calm down first. But I’ll drive you back to the shop.”

      Be alone with him to listen to the fear coiling sickly through her belly? That he’d steamrolled her inhibitions and caused her to lose control in a way she never had before? That it was hard to pretend that this was just uncomplicated sex when this urgency, this uncontrollable need pulsed between them?

      Or maybe that was just her.

      “I’d rather walk,” she said.

      Joe stood, and Mac retreated a few steps backward, even though there was no chance of them bumping body parts again. He was too big, too sexy, had a too-catastrophic effect on all her senses for her to allow him to get any closer when parts of her still felt hot and tight and demanding more.

      “I understand. I need a breath of air, too.”

      “Well, you’ll get plenty of fresh air on the ferry. It’s pretty gusty out there. Hope you don’t get seasick.” Dear God, was that her super-chipper voice? Shut up, Mac. Shut up now.

      “When will I see you again?”

      “I don’t know.” She backed up another two steps, her butt knocking into a chair and sending it screeching across the floor. “I can’t think when I’m looking at you.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw then he scrunched his lips. “It’s mutual.”

      Mac couldn’t think of a single thing more to say, so she left him standing there before she succumbed to the pull of his tractor-beam blue eyes drawing her back into his orbit.
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      Joe must be a sucker for punishment, because three days later, he stood on Mac’s doorstep again, ringing her bell. Either that, or he was in far deeper than he liked to admit. He’d spent three days wandering restlessly around the tiny cottage after he’d finished at the clinic, picking up his phone to send her a message every once in a while, only to toss it on his sofa in disgust. Replaying the sounds of her laughter in his head, recalling the feel of her silky hair, the taste of her mouth that made his heart begin to pound. He’d rescheduled his next morning’s appointments—Mr. Douglas’s three-month check up could wait until after lunch—and had boarded the last ferry of the day.

      Footsteps sounded from the other side of the door, and the outside lights came on. With a smile he hoped was charming rather than needy, he dredged up his overused “just happened to be in the neighborhood” patter. The door swung inward to reveal Mac winding a knitted scarf around her throat, already bundled up in a thick padded jacket.

      Is she going out on a date? The thought exploded into Joe’s head, and he froze, drinking in the sight of her tight blue jeans and tousled ponytail, the dangling silver earrings in her ears, while simultaneously analyzing what he knew of women’s clothing preferences when heading out on a hot date. He had nothing.

      “Joe!”

      Her lovely face creased into a smile, but her eyes were wary as they scanned him standing there with a bottle of wine in one hand and a chocolate box in the other. He’d spotted a couple of gold wrappers in her trash last time he was here and figured an extra bribe wouldn’t go amiss.

      “Guess I should’ve sent you a text,” he said. “You’ve got plans.”

      Mac’s mouth twisted. “Obligatory dinner with my mum.”

      Dinner with her mother. Oh, thank the baby Jaysus. “I’m familiar with the obligatory dinner. Roast beef and a thorough grilling about your life?”

      “Roast chicken, but yeah, there’ll be some grilling.” She slanted another glance at him, slipping her hands into her jacket pockets. “You could come, if you’d like. If you can handle two hours of inappropriate interrogation.” Then she gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Or, if you’re sane, you can opt to stay here and watch the sports channel with Reid upstairs until I get back.”

      “You want me to hang around?” he asked. “You’re not mad?”

      “About you acting like a jackass to your sister?” She cocked her head. “Yeah, I’m still a little steamed. But I guess you could hang around and drink wine and eat chocolate in bed with me later on.”

      “For a reward like that, I can handle a few inappropriate questions,” Joe said.

      “You’re sure?”

      Hope colored her voice, and something inside him warmed.

      “If I can handle Betsy Taylor at her worst, I can handle your mother.” He cleared his throat because maybe they were overdue for a little vulnerability. “And I’d like to meet her.” And he was curious to find out everything he could about Mac and what made her the woman she was.

      Fifteen minutes later they arrived at Mac’s mother’s house, Joe having offered to drive while Mac sent her mother a text to let her know about the extra guest.

      Cheryl Jones’s face lit up like that of a kid on Christmas morning when she spotted Joe standing behind her daughter.

      “You’re the friend Mac mentioned?”

      She tucked a lock of blond hair the same shade as her daughter’s but shot with fine strands of silver behind her ear.

      Joe stepped forward and draped an arm around Mac’s shoulders. “Mac’s being coy. I’m Joe Whelan, her boyfriend.”

      “Her boyfriend.” Cheryl’s smile grew even wider. “Come on in. I’m sure we’ve got a lot to talk about over dinner.”

      Mac elbowed him in the ribs before she followed her mother into the hallway. They stripped off their jackets and scarves.

      “You’re not my boyfriend.”

      She handed him her jacket to hang up, which he did without complaint. And because he was a good boyfriend, he held out his hand for her scarf, which she also passed to him.

      “I am. Unless you want to reintroduce me to your mum as your hot, studly lover.”

      “I really don’t like you,” she muttered as he followed her through to the dining room.

      “Your mother does.”

      He pasted on his most disarming smile and approached Cheryl, who was peeling the foil off a wine bottle.

      “Can I help with that, Mrs. Jones?” And maybe he thickened his accent just a little.

      “Oh, it’s Cheryl, please.” She beamed and passed him the bottle and a corkscrew.

      He flicked a glance to Mac who slid into one of the dining chairs at the table, which was already laden with the roast chicken and all the trimmings. Dimples had appeared in her cheeks, and her lips were pressed tight together. She rolled her eyes at him and mouthed, suck-up.

      “This is a nice wine, Cheryl.” He uncorked the bottle and poured a measure into each of the three glasses. “We’re spoiled to be drinkin’ it.”

      “I had been saving it for a special occasion.” She fussed around with the folded napkins beside each plate. “Hoping that Andrew might pop the question. But, alas, it wasn’t to be.” Cheryl took a seat at the head of the table, leaving Joe to sit opposite Mac. “Still, this is a special occasion, too.”

      He didn’t miss the glance Cheryl slid toward her daughter as he handed Mac a wineglass. Neither did he miss the subtle drawing back of Mac’s delicate shoulders, the absent dimples a clear indicator that her upbeat mood of a few moments ago had vanished. The dead giveaway, though, was Mac draining half her wine in one go.

      “What happened with Andrew?” she asked. “I thought you two were getting on well.”

      “Oh, we were,” Cheryl said, offering Joe a platter. “Chicken? There’re a couple of legs on there.”

      “I’m a breast man, myself,” he said.

      Either ignoring the corny boyfriend joke or just intent on her mother, Mac leaned forward. “Andrew’s a nice guy, Mum. Don’t tell me you broke it off with him.”

      Joe dumped a leg and a chunk of breast meat onto his plate, went to pass the platter across the table, decided his arm muscles would give out before Mac was ready to take it, and set it down again.

      “He wasn’t ready for commitment,” Cheryl said.

      “Neither are you.”

      “That’s not true. Roast spuds and kumara, Joe?”

      “Sure.” Joe took the second platter off Mac’s mum and loaded up his plate. With enough food to stuff in his mouth to keep it full, he wouldn’t be invited to contribute to this conversation. That was his plan anyway.

      Mac propped an elbow on the table and pulled down the index finger of one hand with the index finger of the other. “Kevin,” she said.

      “Was more interested in being a grandpa. All I could see in our future was trips with his grandkids to that dreadful indoor kids’ playground. You know, the one with all the high-pitched squealing and a guy dressed up as a giant rodent.”

      Mac ticked down her second finger. “Robert. He moved in with you after three months of dating then moved right back out again two weeks later.”

      “Difference of opinion regarding personal hygiene. I told you that, sweetie. Peas, Joe?” Cheryl asked.

      “Why not?” Half the serving dishes were now down Joe’s end of the table.

      He scooped a spoonful of peas onto to his plate. Behind Mac, there were a dozen framed photos arranged on the wall, three of which jumped out immediately at him as wedding portraits. The first was a black and white photo of a very young Cheryl with long, straight blond hair and a stiff-looking white wedding dress, posed with an equally young pale-blue-tux-wearing man. They were smiling into each other’s eyes, filled to the brim with teenage hopefulness—or so it would seem.

      The second portrait was of an older Cheryl, this time in a less flamboyant wedding gown but with a teased ’80s hairdo that would’ve made Van Halen jealous. The groom’s arms were wrapped possessively around her like a boa constrictor, but by the bride’s huge grin, she didn’t seem to mind.

      In the last portrait, Cheryl wore a simple summery dress in pale yellow, her hand linked with that of a tall sandy-brown haired man. He had sun-creased hazel eyes and a kind smile that suggested he’d happily give you the shirt off his back should you need one. That must be Dennis, Mac’s dad. His daughter was the spitting image of him.

      “Andrew made me happy,” Cheryl said. “But so does a bubble bath and a good book. And a few moments of happiness can set up the false expectation that the relationship will survive reality. We couldn’t make it past the first real-life hurdle without crumbling.” She pulled a face then fixed a bright smile on her mouth. “This isn’t a conversation to have in front of your new boyfriend, is it? Now, pass Joe the gravy, and tell me how you two met.”

      Mac dropped her elbow off the table and blew out a sigh. Fine lines etched either side of her mouth as she lifted the gravy jug and handed it to him. Their eyes met, and in hers Joe saw tired resignation. Was that resignation there for her mother’s love life? Or was it for her own? Was he her boyfriend, her lover, or whatever—or was he just some guy who made her happy? Temporarily happy, like a bubble bath and a good book. Wine and a box of chocolates.

      Then her gaze sharpened on his, warmth spilling through the clear green irises, and the dimples returned.

      “Joe’s the resident doctor on Oban. He was checking me for gonorrhoea. We hit it off during the pelvic exam after he said my cervix was a very pretty shade of pink.”

      Cheryl dropped her fork, her mouth sagging, gaze zipping between her daughter and Joe. Laughter and something else swelled inside Joe’s chest. Surprise and unbridled affection. He wasn’t just crazily attracted to her and wanting to get back into her bed—though he did—but, by God, he really, genuinely liked this girl.

      “She’s not wrong. She has a lovely cervix; I was quite taken with it,” Joe said. “Could you pass the salt, please, Cheryl?”

      Mac’s mum handed over the shaker without a word and picked up her fork again. “I’m pretty sure you’re teasing, MacKenna, but for goodness sake, don’t scare the poor man off.”

      “Don’t worry, I don’t scare easily,” Joe said and dug into his meal.

      The rest of the visit passed quickly enough once Cheryl had refilled hers and Mac’s wineglasses again, Joe opting for water since he was designated driver. He could see many of Mac’s positive traits reflected in her mother—and understood why men gravitated toward them both—though Mac had an edgier side to her that he didn’t see in Cheryl. He got Mac a little more by the time he’d offered to help her mum with the cleanup and was ordered to relax in the living room. Cheryl, the female Peter Pan who didn’t want to grow up beyond the young woman in the wedding photos. Cheryl, who talked about Mac’s father often and referred to him as her “husband” before quickly correcting herself by tagging on the “ex.” Cheryl, the three parts romantic optimist to the one part skeptic, and Mac, the polar opposite of three parts skeptic to one part romantic.

      Cheryl hugged them both goodbye before they stepped out into the crisp night air. Joe took Mac’s hand as they strolled down the driveway.

      “All right, then?” he asked, following her to the passenger door of her car and backing her into it, keeping her curvy body tucked close to his as he braced his hands on the roof.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear about her latest dating disaster. Three failed marriages and she still thinks her Prince Charming is out there somewhere, and she’s determined to find him by testing out one man at a time.”

      He dipped his head, resting his forehead on hers. “Yet she sounds as if she’s still hung up on your dad.”

      “Yeah.” Mac’s hands came to rest on his hips then burrowed under his sweater to hook onto his belt. “You’re pretty astute for a doctor. Ever consider swapping to psychiatry?”

      “I do find a woman’s mind sexy,” he said.

      She chuckled, low and dirty, and reeled him in closer, their hips bumping.

      “Take me home, Doctor,” she said. “I’ll show you just how sexy my mind can be.”

      That was an offer any sane man wouldn’t turn down.
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* * *

      The Stewart Island ferry pitched sharply into another wave trough as it wallowed through Halfmoon Bay Harbor toward the wharf, and Mac’s stomach did a triple flip. For the past hour, she’d moved back and forth from her seat inside the ferry to the small, outside deck to suck in deep breaths of fresh, sea air. Deep breaths, gaze locked on the horizon, iron-willpower—all were meant to help Mac not puke on her brand-spanking-new hiking boots.

      She’d survived the hour-long trip. Barely. Normally she didn’t get seasick, but with the knots that grew larger and tighter in her stomach all week since the night Joe had dinner with her and her mum, motion sickness was the least of her concerns.

      A gust of wind whipped strands of her hair into her face. One of them got snagged on her oversized sunglasses, and she carefully peeled it off. It wouldn’t do to yank too hard on her scarily high ponytail in case it and the bona fide, polka dot scrunchie avalanched down her scalp. She slid a sideways glance at a uniformed man who was getting the ropes ready for docking in Oban. He’d given her a polite but bland nod as she’d boarded the ferry this afternoon, showing no signs of recognition. The scrunchie, skinny jeans, hiking boots, and hooded windbreaker were a strategic disguise. So far, she’d blended in perfectly. Like a chameleon, baby.

      Just another young twenty-something, planning to walk part of the Rakiura Track over the weekend. Nothing to see here, people. Definitely not the cousin of one of the local women, arriving for a long-distance booty call.

      Her nose crinkled. Rock, hard place, Mac squished in the middle. She’d been ordered

      by Laura and Reid to get her cranky, horny butt over to Oban for the weekend. Laura, of course, had been given the low down by Reid approximately thirty seconds after the three of them had congregated for brunch the morning after Joe left.

      Then there was Holly and the girls in Oban. Even though Holly was distracted by wedding fever—though she swore she wouldn’t be after Shaye had nearly turned into the mother of all bridezillas—she’d know something was up if Mac was spotted in Oban for no good reason. Mac couldn’t think of a good reason. She couldn’t seem to think of any reason or anything other than Joe. And that was the last thing she wanted to explain to her cousin.

      So she’d booked a room in a B&B that was located on the other side of town from where Holly and her friends lived, and she’d go do her thing in stealth mode. Nobody needed to know about the booty call with Oban’s Doctor Sexy McSexface.

      Mac slunk off the ferry as soon as she could, collected her hiker’s backpack—all part of the disguise—and headed at a fast clip off the wharf. A misty gray afternoon with a chill wind had kept all but the hardiest tourists inside their lodgings, and the few locals about didn’t give her a second glance. You could tell the locals by their complete indifference to the weather, while tourists would huddle together and toss around words like “unpredictable” and “bloody colder than I expected.” A few determined gulls swooped through the dull sky, the sway of wind soughing through the trees a waving audience below them.

      She hiked in the opposite direction to the smattering of small businesses that made up the tiny Oban township—including Holly’s hair salon and Holly’s soon-to-be sister-in-law Bree Komeke’s combination gift shop and gallery. Farther along the curving shoreline of Halfmoon Bay beach loomed Due South, the pub’s windows steaming up from the heat of warm bodies inside.

      She refused to even glance at the road that led to the tiny medical center and the doctor’s lodgings behind it. She hadn’t seen the medical center or the cottage that was part of the package deal in years. Not since she was a kid who’d sprained her wrist while staying with Holly and her parents during the Christmas holidays.

      Turning off the main road onto a narrower bush-lined one, Mac followed the attached map noted in the confirmation e-mail she’d been sent from Southern Seas B&B. She’d seen the surprisingly tech-savvy owner, Mary Duncan, around town over the years, and Mary’s reputation for being somewhat of a loner made her an obvious choice when it came to booking accommodation.

      A tall woman with iron gray hair and wearing denim dungarees uncurled upright from her garden as Mac faltered in the driveway. She tossed a handful of weeds onto the pile she’d created and strode over, offering Mac a mud-streaked hand.

      “I’m Mary Duncan,” she said.

      Mac shook it, impressed at the strength in the elderly woman’s grip. Mary had to at least be knocking on the door of her seventh decade, but she moved with the agility of a woman half her age.

      “You’re Laura Manning?” Mary’s gaze skimmed over Mac, another crinkling line adding to the mass of wrinkles on her face. “You look familiar.”

      “I get that a lot,” Mac said with a toothy smile. “People say I look like Reese Witherspoon.”

      Mary poked her head forward. “Nope. Don’t see it myself.” She shrugged and brushed her palms down the legs of her overalls. “Never mind. I’ll show you the room. We’ll sort out the paperwork sometime later—we’re pretty informal ’round here.” She paused, pursing her lips. “Or do you need me to make small talk with you? Some guests like that. Local character tells tall tales sort of thing.”

      “I’m good,” Mac said, this time giving Mary a genuine smile. “No small talk required.”

      “Righty-o, let’s go.”

      Mary bustled past Mac and onto a paved path that led down the side of the big two- story house. The path continued around the back of the house and past sets of sliding glass doors, each with a hand-carved wooden sign above them. Drapes concealed the rooms behind the first two sliding doors—“Sea Lion” and “Shark” according to the signs—but the drapes hanging on the last sliding door at the end of the house were open.

      Mac’s jaw sagged, her gaze torn between the “Whale” sign above the door and the room, which was anything but retreat-ish.

      “I’ve not long redecorated, so I’ve put you in the whale room.” Mary slid the door open wide. “It’s my favorite.”

      Whale room was apt. There was the gigantic black-and-white orca head print duvet cover on the queen bed, a collection of whale silhouette cushions on the couch, plus a fluffy printed throw rug featuring a spouting whale. Then there was the framed whale photographs covering the walls and a collection of whale figurines sprinkled around the room, including a glazed pottery one positioned on a chest of drawers opposite the bed. Goodness knew how a person could get any sleep with that one giant eyeball staring at you all night. Mac didn’t need to poke her head around the en suite bathroom door to guess the whale theme would be continued throughout.

      Mac shrugged off her backpack. “It looks very cozy.” And not at all creepy, like, say, what she imagined now was inside the shark room. “I’ll settle in and let you get back to your garden.”

      “Excellent,” Mary said. “Holler if you need anything.” Then she bustled away, leaving Mac alone with the whale pod.

      Thirty minutes later, after Mac reconsidered her “text Joe and get him to come to her B&B room for more toe-curling sexy times” plan—because who in their right mind could have any type of sex with a whale audience?—Mac flipped up the hood of her windbreaker and turned onto the main road back toward town. Sexy time would have to take place at Joe’s place, and, God, what if it was his turn to host poker night? Worse—what if he had another woman already lined up for his Friday night entertainment?

      She chewed on her lower lip, thankful for the light rain falling as she speed-walked past the white-capped waves hurling themselves at the wharf’s pylons. She couldn’t text Holly and ask if she knew what Sexy McSexface was up to—her cousin was way too savvy, even in her being in love is awesome fugue state. And she couldn’t text Joe because if he did have plans, Mac sure as hell didn’t want him knowing she was even there.

      The medical center came into sight, and her chest loosened at the lack of cars parked alongside the grass verge. The center closed in ten minutes, that much she did know, and given a little luck, she’d have time to snoop around Joe’s house. If she peeked inside his kitchen window and saw poker game supplies, such as chips and nuts and empty beer boxes, she’d haul ass back to her whale sanctuary. If she peeked in his bedroom window and saw an exotic beauty in matching lingerie sprawled out on his bed, she’d also leave. Then later, she’d circle back with a pound of locally caught seafood to hide in his house until the smell of rotting fish drove him insane.

      Mac continued to plot diabolical ways to exact revenge on Joe for sleeping around as she hurried down the driveway leading to the doctor’s cottage and a small patients’ parking lot. She crossed the parking lot and made a beeline for the side of the cottage.

      “Can I help you, love?”

      Mac spun around to see Maggie, the center’s nurse, unlocking her car door, her gaze crawling over Mac with curiosity but no recognition. Yet. The fact Mac still wore sunglasses in the rain would stir some questions she didn’t want to answer in three, two, one…

      “Oh, I was, um…” About to start snooping around private property. “Looking for the doctor, but I can see you’re closing, so I’ll come back tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow’s Saturday,” Maggie said. “We’re not open on Saturday. Unless it’s an emergency.” Her mouth pursed, gaze switching from curious to concerned.

      “Nope, not an emergency.” Step away from the hottie doctor’s house, Mac ordered her legs. “Just a little thing that can wait until I get back home.”

      “Ah. A little lady thing, I’m guessing?” Maggie said with the tone of a woman who’d dealt with her fair share of womanly issues. “Urinary tract infection coming on? Cranberry juice is good for that.”

      Mac’s core muscles involuntarily squeezed. Oh yeah, she had a lady thing problem, all right. But nothing to do with an infection. “Um. Yeah, okay, cranberry juice. I’ll try that.” She retreated another two steps.

      Maggie’s nose lifted toward Mac like a hunter’s dog catching the scent of a wild boar. “Worse than that, is it?” she said. “How about I check to see if Joe can squeeze you in? You don’t want to have to wait until Monday.”

      Mac’s heart rate quadrupled. “I’m fine. Please don’t bother the doctor—”

      “He won’t be bothered at all. He’s a lovely man, our Doctor Whelan. He’ll fit you in. I can see you’re in a bit of pain, so he won’t mind a bit.”

      Maggie turned toward the center’s back door just as it swung open and Joe stepped out, his gaze locked on the phone in his hand.

      “Oh, there he is now. I’ll ask him for you,” Maggie added.

      Before Mac could either run like a startled rabbit or fall flat into a commando crawl and scurry into the undergrowth, Joe looked up, and across the parking lot their eyes met.

      Obviously unaware of the giant arcs of sexual tension sparking overhead between Joe and Mac, Maggie hurried the few steps from her car to Joe, leaned in, and murmured something quietly to her employer. Joe’s head jerked back, his eyes widening, then a slow, sexy-as-hell smile spread over his face.

      “Sure,” he said, loud enough for Mac to hear. “I can fit her in.”

      He gestured Mac over, and without looking like a complete bubblehead, she couldn’t very well refuse. The lovely Doctor Whelan was apparently up for The Most Selfless Doctor of the Year award.

      Mac sidled over, simultaneously trying to shoot bullets out her eyeballs at Joe while maintaining a grateful expression for Maggie. “I don’t want to interrupt your Friday night plans, Doctor.”

      “I’ve nothing planned for tonight. Just a quiet night in.” A flash of straight white teeth. “Wouldn’t want you to be uncomfortable all weekend. We’ll pop back inside and figure out how I can help.”

      Her cheeks heated, because, dammit, the man was blatantly sexualizing his words even though only she could decipher the flirtation in them, and Maggie just continued to stare at her boss as if he was the best doctor ever.

      “Do you want me to stay, Joe?” Maggie asked.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Joe said smoothly. “Unless you want my nurse to stay, Miss…?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Laura. Laura Manning.” Now she actually was running a temperature. Mac squirmed on the spot. “And there’s no need for you to stay, thank you.”

      “Sorted, then.” Joe gave Maggie a friendly pat on her shoulder. “Off you go home. I’ll lock up here when I’m done checking out Laura.”

      Maggie sent Mac a comforting smile and went back to her car, unlocked it, and climbed inside. It started with a muted roar, and the nurse-cum-receptionist reversed out of the parking spot.

      “Lady problems, eh?” Joe said.

      Maggie gave them both a little wave through the car’s windshield.

      “Shut up.” Mac’s lips peeled into a fake smile as she waved cheerily in return. “I’m leaving once she does.”

      “Chicken.”

      Maggie drove past them and disappeared from sight. Joe turned and locked the center’s back door.

      “I’m not a chicken,” Mac said. “I came all the way over here, didn’t I? But if you have a hot date already, just say the word.”

      “No hot date.” He spun the keychain ring around his forefinger a couple of times. “I was merely asking if you’d like to have a chicken dinner with me, since you’re here and since I know you like it. Or maybe I really should check out your ladytown because it could be a case of gonorrhoea. Or honeymoon cystitis.”

      “Ladytown?” Mac trailed behind Joe as he strolled across the parking lot toward his front door. “Please tell me you don’t say ‘ladytown’ to your female patients.”

      “Uterus,” he said in a raised, outside voice, not breaking stride. “Clit—”

      “Shut up!” Her roots flamed hot, and her hair would catch fire any second. Not helping at all that the two body parts mentioned had reacted to Joe’s voice with perky, tingly enthusiasm.

      He stopped just before he reached the cottage, and whirled to face her, blue eyes sparkling with humor and challenge. “Labia minora.”

      “Joe!”

      “Tell me the truth, MacKenna. Did you need a doctor, or do you need me?” He spread his arms, showing her his palms, emphasizing the breadth of his chest beneath his navy blue V-neck sweater.

      And Lord, help her, she allowed herself a moment’s weakness to enjoy him. The scruff on his chin that she itched to scrape her fingernails down, the slight cowlick that gave a lock of sandy-brown hair an adorable twist and loosened something deep inside her one notch toward liking him even more than she already did. The chinos that were cut just tight enough to have given her a glimpse of his tight butt as he’d walked away—and, yes, the sight of it had definitely raised her blood pressure and given her a little lower-belly flutter.

      He assumed the position of a male, digging in his mental heels with folded arms and a wide-set stance. “Labia majora.”

      “You’re going to run out of body parts soon.”

      “Vagina.”

      How the man made a less-than-attractive body-part name sound sexy, she didn’t know. She only knew she wanted him to thoroughly investigate all her body parts, and not in a “doctorly” way.

      “Fine,” she said, ignoring the tingles that had spread out from her uterus and down through her vagina. “You win. I’m here because I need you.”

      “There, now.” Joe unfolded his arms. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” He unlocked his front door and disappeared inside.

      She had to give him round one, the cocky Irish mongrel.
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      If Joe’s heart got any lighter, it’d explode out of his chest like a lovesick cartoon character—even though that was anatomically impossible.

      Mac was here. In his house.

      Because she…because she what?

      He strode into his tiny living room to light the fire. She missed him? She wanted to spend time with him? She still had the itch for mindlessly hot sex that he could conveniently scratch for her? He heard her tentative footsteps entering the cottage behind him. If she’d only wanted to scratch an itch, there were men back across the Foveaux Strait who’d be happy to oblige. Easier than a one-hour ferry trip for a clandestine hook up.

      He snatched up the box of matches, using the opportunity to sneak a glance over his shoulder at her scoping out his kitchen.

      Clandestine. Sneaking around. Calling herself by her roommate’s name. Dressing like a university student with her skinny, ripped jeans—admittedly giving him a grand view of her very fine arse—hiking boots, huge celebrity-style sunglasses, and her hair yanked up so high on her head it looked as if she were giving herself a makeshift face-lift. A subtle but effective disguise for anyone on the island who didn’t know her well.

      Or maybe he’d read the situation completely wrong.

      “Where are you staying?” he asked.

      Peering at the couple of family photos pinned to his fridge, Mac jerked her shoulders up near her ears. She still hadn’t removed her jacket, though she’d kicked off her boots and shoved the sunglasses on top of her head. For a moment, she really did look like a slightly insecure student, one who’d agreed to go to her male professor’s digs and now found herself out of her depth.

      “Southern Seas B&B. Just for the night.”

      His jaw bunched, and he turned his face back toward the fireplace, striking a match and setting it to the stack of kindling he’d readied that morning. A more isolated place to stay she couldn’t find, unless you counted one of the Department of Conservation overnight huts dotted along the Rakiura Track.

      “No one in Oban knows you’re here.” Not a question but a statement of fact.

      “No.”

      Why her admission should rub him the wrong way, he didn’t know. It was completely bonkers to be irritated. He didn’t want West and his crowd of mates to give him hell about her. He especially didn’t want Ford on his case since the connection with Holly’s favorite cousin would likely raise his protective side and lead the big mechanic to not-so-gently inquire why Joe was fooling around with his future wife’s family member.

      “I’m not embarrassed to be seen with you,” she added gently. “I just didn’t want to complicate a simple thing by feeding Oban’s gossip machine with the wrong idea.”

      Complicate a simple thing. The phrase stung like alcohol poured on a wound. Even with all her subterfuge and dancing around it, Joe had taken one look at her frozen in his center’s parking lot, and hope had made a pitiful, girlish leap inside him.

      Mac hadn’t been able to stay away. Mac missed him enough to make the first move this time. Mac felt the same bone-deep pull toward him as he felt toward her.

      All bollocks.

      She missed the sex; that was all. Just the sex. And granted, it was the best sex he’d experienced in years. Perhaps ever. Nope, not going to say ever.

      The kindling flames danced higher, and he positioned small pieces of firewood where they, too, would burn. He was pretty damn sure she’d enjoyed herself, too. If sex was all she was here for, he’d be happy to say nothing about his stupid, girly feelings and oblige her.

      “It’s a fair call.” He rose to his feet. “I wouldn’t want to give anyone the wrong idea either.”

      Especially you, his ego prickled. I wouldn’t want you to guess a part of me had hoped you were here to spend the weekend, here to dig past the superficial to see if we had unrealized potential together.

      He was such an eejit.

      She might be hiding from both her own feelings and his, but he recognized a direct hit by the crumpling of her forehead and the slump of her shoulders. Muscles strained in her neck as she shifted a sideways glance toward the kitchen behind her.

      “You mentioned chicken?” she asked.

      As mildly as he’d nonverbally agreed that they’d have meaningless, unemotional sex at some point that evening. Bloody amazing but meaningless, unemotional sex, his mind added when her gaze zipped down to hover intently at the level of his fly.

      “Are you hungry?” He arched his hips forward, stretched his arms above his head in a man, I have a crick in my back from all the doctoring today.

      Her eyelids fluttered down to half-mast, and a pulse beat butterfly wings in the hollow of her throat. “I could eat.”

      Mac’s gaze skipped from his groin to his hairline, to a spot near to his left shoulder—anywhere but meeting his eyes.

      Joe prowled out of the living room into the kitchen, where she leaned against his dining table, knuckles pale against her lightly tanned skin as she gripped the edge beside her hips.

      “I could eat, too.” He stopped directly in front of her so his gray-sock-covered toes nudged her candy-pink-striped-sock-covered ones.

      The woman went all out when getting into character, and instead of a further twinge of irritation, the cuteness of her wearing distressed denim and smelling of grape bubble gum gave him a twinge of a different sort. One that suggested what little appetite for food he had could wait for another couple of hours.

      “Or I could do other things.” He gave a strand of her sky-high ponytail a soft tug.

      “What sort of things?” She tipped her head back, and met his gaze. Boldly. With shag me senseless on the curve of her mouth and in the gleam of her eyes.

      “You want me to talk dirty to you, MacKenna?”

      Oh, he could tell her all the things he planned to do her sweet, curvy body, starting with peeling her out of her clothes and tasting every inch of her right here on his dining table. But he’d much rather show her.

      Actions speaking louder than words, and all that.

      Her cheeks sucked in, her breasts rising in a jagged inhale. “I do like the sound of your voice. Not so much what comes out of your mouth but your accent. You could describe taking out my appendix, and I’d still find it hot.”

      “I’m glad there’s something about me you approve of.”

      “Perhaps I’ll discover more.” She arched a little away from him. “When you keep your promise of a chicken dinner.”

      Joe blinked at her, thoughts jumbling in his head with chaotic speed. “I thought you were only here to shag my brains out?”

      The corner of her mouth quirked up. “How about food first, shagging later?”

      Now he was thoroughly confused. She wanted a normal, man cooks woman dinner evening? Not just a quick tumble in his sheets. She needed him, but maybe she was beginning to like his company a little, too.

      And why that should start his heart floating again, he didn’t want to acknowledge.

      “It’s a deal,” he said.
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* * *

      While Joe basted more marinade on the roasting chicken breasts, Mac stood alongside him at the counter slicing cucumber for a salad. She slanted him another glance as he frowned into the oven and slapped on more marinade. The man took cooking as seriously as he probably took a medical procedure. He’d already made one joking comment about the width of her cucumber slices.

      But since he’d crowded behind her, giving her a taste of his big body pressed to hers as he leaned over to examine her technique, she’d forgiven him. Though the question remained, reverberating around in her head. Why didn’t she just take him up on the offer of hot sex, right then and there? Making dinner together suggested an intimacy, a familiarity that they didn’t really have.

      Joe slid the baking dish back into the oven and shut the door. “Have you heard from Kerry?”

      She hesitated making the next slice. “No. I left a message on her answering service, but she didn’t call me back.”

      “Me either. It’s like she’s blocking my calls.”

      “Can you blame her? She’s probably worried you’ve forgotten your Hippocratic Oath.”

      Joe grunted, a neither confirming nor denying grunt that he planned some dark, doctoral dismemberment of his sister’s fiancé.

      “I thought she might’ve talked to you.” He folded his arms, distracting her with the bulge of his biceps under the soft wool of his sweater. “Remember our deal? We still need more opportunities for you to knock some sense into her thick skull.”

      “Nice way to talk about your sister,” she said. “And I tried. But she’s just as thick skulled as you are. And what if she’s not making a mistake? What if Aaron is the love of her life?”

      The words exploded into the silence of Joe’s kitchen. Mac had no idea why she’d said them out loud. Love of your life was a phrase sappy romance authors or rom-com scriptwriters tossed around.

      “You believe two people can fall in love in only a few months?” He tilted his head as if he were genuinely curious to hear her response.

      “It happens.” Mac chopped another three slices of cucumber and dumped them into the salad bowl. Too damn bad if they were a quarter inch wider that Joe deemed acceptable. “To some people. Love at first sight, it’s a thing.”

      A thing that had happened to her mum over and over. Something that wouldn’t help her argument for love at first sight working out for Joe’s sister because each and every time her mum had been convinced that the latest man was the love of her life, the man she’d grow old with. Three failed marriages, two hostile ex-husbands, and one baby-daddy who’d never gotten over the hurt of being cheated on. Mac was the product of that last disastrous marriage, when twenty-six-year-old, two-time divorcee Cheryl had taken one look at Dennis Jones working on a construction site and declared to her best friend walking with her that he’d be husband number three in six months’ time.

      Joe pulled a face. “My parents would agree. It’s an unfortunate Whelan trait. Marry in haste, repent at leisure.”

      “Your parents are divorced?”

      “No, they’re one of the exceptions in the Whelan family. They’re still married and still sickeningly in love. Unlike the other branch of the family tree who’re still married but who’d happily push their spouse down the rolling green hills of Ireland if there were a spiked pit at the bottom.”

      “Ouch. It was fast for your parents, too?”

      “Mam thought Da pinched her arse at the pub and dumped a pint o’ beer in his lap. We kids heard their cute meet story so many times growing up, we could’ve directed the scene for a rom-com.”

      Mac laughed, though her stomach gave a little twinge of premonition.

      “Da told his mates that fine young thing in the red dress would be wearing his ring before Easter.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “It was January sixth.”

      She licked dry lips, remembering her twelfth birthday when her mum had announced she and “Uncle” Jerry were engaged. Uncle Jerry had arrived in Mac’s world at the start of the school year in February, and her birthday was in April. By July, Uncle Jerry was out, and Uncle Steve had taken his place.

      “Did he make the deadline and propose?” She couldn’t imagine Joe’s dad being any less charming and easy on the eye than his son; therefore, she couldn’t imagine how any young woman could resist a full-force campaign to win her heart.

      “Yep,” Joe said. “Rick Whelan had a ring on twenty-one-year-old Bess Doyle’s finger by St. Patrick’s Day in March.”

      “And they’ve been married for how long?”

      “Thirty-five years.”

      “A success story by anyone’s definition.” Mac scraped the last of the cucumber into the salad bowl.

      “Luck of the Irish,” he said. “Doesn’t mean it won’t skip a generation.”

      Was he talking about luck in long-lasting love skipping Kerry and Aaron? Or himself?

      “You and Richard?” he asked. “Was that a love-at-first-sight thing?”

      “No.” She chopped one of the ripe tomatoes in half. “More of a slow burn that developed over time.” Her stomach flip-flopped, but since they were getting personal… “You and Sofia?”

      His lips thinned and twisted to one side. “A terminal case of insta-love—or lust muddled up with love. I don’t know which. I was in love with a Sofia-shaped hologram.” He let out a dry huff of a sigh. “But the fallout afterward still hurt like a bastard. I was wrecked for months.”

      Hearing Joe admit to emotional pain, when most men would rather snip off their tongues with her dressmaking shears before admitting their feelings, caused a tingly tightness to wrap around her vocal chords. She wanted to blurt out that she hated the thought of him hurting. That he deserved better than a hologram or a muddled-up, love-lust combo destined to fizzle out when reality dumped all over it. That he deserved someone who’d love him with single-minded intensity for the rest of his life.

      But she kept her lips sealed tight because he wouldn’t want her sympathy, and it wasn’t her place to say things that could be misconstrued. They both knew they weren’t on the threshold of insta-love; they were just indulging in a little insta-lust.

      Mac set down the kitchen knife. Maybe a little insta-lust was just what the doctor ordered to blast those negative memories aside. She crossed to him, rising on tiptoes to rest a palm over the steady thump of his heart. The other hand she snaked around his neck, weaving her fingers into his thick hair and using it to drag down his head.

      There was no resistance as their mouths aligned, but Mac could’ve sworn his heartbeat punched harder against her palm. She sucked in a breath of anticipation, his warm, male scent drawing deep into her lungs and causing a full-body shiver that resulted in a light-headed sway toward him. Joe caught her against his chest and, in one swift move, lifted her onto the countertop. She squeaked in surprise, the sound immediately muffled by his mouth crushing hers. She looped her legs around his hips and held on for the ride, kissing him back with everything she had.

      Good Lord, the man knew how to trigger all her erogenous zones with just a kiss. Had he learned that in Anatomy 101? His tongue flickered along the seam of her mouth, and she opened to him with a needy moan. The kind of moan he correctly translated as a demand for more—more hot, soul-searching kisses, more hands squeezing her butt, more of his good bits rubbing up against hers.

      Fingers skimmed up her rib cage, tracing the underside of her breast before working between them to circle her nipple, already stiff and aching for his touch. Mac leaned back, pleasure streaking downward in a fiery arc as Joe teased the stiffened peak under the layers of cotton and her black satin bra. And yes, this time she wore matching black satin panties. Not that Joe seemed inclined to slow down to examine her lingerie choices since he was already working her top up her body.

      No complaints from her. Mac uncoiled her arms from around his neck and let him flick her top away. Her bra soon followed, and his nimble fingers set to work on her jeans. She lifted her hips, and like magic, jeans, panties, and socks disappeared from her body. Joe’s clothes somehow vanished, while he managed to keep her at a fever pitch of arousal with heated kisses. Not only did the man have mad magician skills, he also had a talent for making protection appear from the back pocket of his chinos. Within seconds, he suited up and came back to her, settling perfectly between her legs, stroking her intimately until her eyes crossed and her breathing came in shallow, moaning gasps.

      “Please.”

      She’d forgotten, in the intervening week since he’d rocked her world, how she craved the heady sensation of his touch. How achingly full she felt as he moved inside her. How his smell dizzied her senses. She re-familiarized herself with the texture of his skin under her fingertips as she clung to him. He reminded her of everything she’d missed as he clenched his hands on her hips and guided himself home with one hard thrust.

      He seated himself deep within her then freed her hips, using both hands to cup her jaw while he kissed her again. Mac quaked around him, bypassing turned on and heading for the home stretch as he gently rolled his hips, moving the delicious, hard length inside her to potent effect.

      Joe released her chin, wrapping one arm around her back, the other grasping her hip so he could thrust into her deeper and faster. His kisses grew more desperate, her sensitized nipples brushing over his chest as he drove them both toward the finish line.

      Breathless, frantic, needy—Mac clung to him as the first pulsations shimmered deep inside, and her toes curled tight. For one uncensored moment, his gaze locked with hers. No hurt remained in his clear-blue eyes. And there was lust, sure. But beneath that she saw something that didn’t gleam with lust’s hard shine. She swore this was a kindred recognition, a vulnerability. Mac tensed, nails digging into the flesh of his shoulders, shaking off the tendency to read too much into a man’s gaze moments before he came.

      “All right then, Mac?”

      Joe buried his face in her throat, his teeth closing gently on the flesh between shoulder and neck. He reached between them and found the exact spot where she needed to be touched, catapulting her into an orgasm so intense she screamed loud enough to scare every bird in Oban into the sky.

      With a rough groan, Joe thrust inside her one more time, his big body shuddering uncontrollably. Mac closed her eyes and held on tight, thankful he couldn’t see her vulnerability. The first tendrils of love taking root inside her.

      Tomorrow she’d scourge those tendrils from her soul before they spread out of control. But for tonight…

      She stroked a hand down the damp, muscled planes of Joe’s back. For tonight, she’d let them curl around her heart and keep her warm.
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      The screech of a kaka as it swooped past Joe’s bedroom window woke Mac the next morning. At least, she thought it was morning. And she thought she was in Joe’s bedroom in his bed. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure since memories of sofa sex and shower sex and sex on the cold lino on his bathroom floor blurred her mind.

      She squinched her eyes shut tighter, taking stock. Sore muscles, as if she’d completed a three-hour Pilates session, if that session involved an intense vaginal workout. Warm covers over her, ruling out the shower stall and bathroom floor. Warm, slightly hairy skin under her knee. Warm hand cupping her butt. Warm skin that smelled of clean soap under her cheek that rose and fell and sighed. And warm, thick, morning wood under her palm.

      Definitely in bed. Definitely still with Joe. She cracked open an eyelid to the sunlight streaming in through a gap in the bedroom drapes. Definitely morning. She eased her hand off his goods before little Joe woke up for real and wanted some morning after action. Squeezing her core muscles—ouch—Mac untangled herself from Joe and slid to the side of the bed. No more action for her. And not because she was a prime candidate for honeymoon cystitis.

      She glanced over her shoulder as she carefully lowered her bare feet to the floorboards. Her core muscles gave another squeeze, this time involuntary. Joe was romance-novel-cover perfect, his big body sprawled on the white sheets, the duvet Mac had wriggled out of still draped low over his hips. His chest and ripped abs moved in deep, even breaths, and she ached to drop a line of kisses down from the strong column of his throat to the thin trail of crisp dark hair that disappeared under the covers. The arm that’d kept her tucked against him lay lax, his fingers curved as if still cupped around her. She wanted to lace her hands with his, climb onto all that smooth tanned muscle, and give him a pre-breakfast treat he wouldn’t forget. She wanted to so fundamentally she’d turned on the mattress edge and was leaning back across to—

      No. She stiffened, waiting as his chest rose and fell again, a small crease of a smile ghosting his lips. Was he dreaming of her? Or was he merely sleeping the deep sleep of a sexually satisfied male. It didn’t matter. She needed to leave.

      Mac tugged the duvet higher over Joe’s chest to keep the room’s chill at bay and shivered as she tiptoed out into his kitchen to gather her scattered clothes.

      Five minutes later, she power-walked through a sunny winter morning while cursing her stupidity in not setting an alarm on her phone the night before. Setting an alarm could’ve helped her avoid a walk of shame at twenty past eight on a Saturday morning when evidently every damn person in Oban was out and about.

      “Mac, Mac! Hi, Mac!” Enthusiastic shouts from Zoe and Jade, Ben and Kezia’s daughters, as they and their dad lugged a cooler and studded boots toward the playing field for rugby practice.

      A puffed, “Hey,” from Carly and Kip, Due South’s bartenders, as they jogged past.

      “Kia ora, MacKenna.” A wave from Reverend Dave as he strolled back toward his church with a steaming meat pie from Russell’s grocery store. “Breakfast of champions,” he told her, probably misinterpreting her horrified stare at crossing paths with a man of God for a criticism of his dietary shortcomings.

      Mac rushed down the side of the Southern Seas B&B, calculating whether she’d have time to catch the 9:00 a.m. ferry if she stopped for a quick shower first. She rounded the house corner and skidded to a halt.

      Holly sat on a garden bench, bracketed by two scowling sea lion statues, neither of which looked anywhere near as fierce as her cousin. Her arms were folded across her chest, her knees crossed, one sheepskin-lined boot tapping to an inaudible, fast-beat soundtrack. Death metal, if the frown on Holly’s face was any indication.

      Mac continued along the path, a shiver speeding down her spine, which was in direct opposition to the flare of heat crawling over her scalp. She halted a safe distance away from Holly’s tapping foot, just in case she was inclined to plant it in Mac’s butt. Holly quit the tapping and leaned back, lacing her hands around her knee and slicing into Mac’s still-sex-addled brain with a righteous stare that scanned her from bed-hair to boots.

      “Noah,” Holly stated when her gaze finally returned to Mac’s face.

      Mac went squinty-eyed at her cousin. Involving the island cop because Mac had snuck into Oban without telling Holly? Overkill, much?

      “Or maybe Zach,” Holly continued with a head tilt and a press of a finger to her lips.

      Zach? Part-time bartender, part-time fry cook at the takeaway caravan. Why would Zach get involved with—

      “But more likely Noah, as you don’t usually go for guys who say ‘dude’ and ‘sweeet’ and Noah’s all dark and broody with irresistible, I’m unavailable vibes.”

      Rubbing her eyes and yawning wide enough to separate her jawbones didn’t make Holly’s words any less confusing. Mac stared at her little cousin for two drawn-out, silent beats. “I’m sorry; there’s not enough caffeine in my system for this conversation to make sense.”

      “How rude,” Holly said with a smile that wouldn’t look out of place on a piranha. “The man whose bed you crawled out of this morning didn’t offer you coffee?”

      Sex-dulled synapses began to fire again. Mac’s nose scrunched. “You think I slept with Zach? That’s just wrong—the man’s barely legal.”

      “He’s twenty-three, and, no, I think you got that rat’s nest hair, inside-out-back-to-front tee shirt, and up-all-night-boinking glow from whatever guy you snuck over to Oban for. My guess, Noah Daniels.”

      Mac’s chin dropped to her neck, her gaze zipping down. Dammit, there was a clothing label sticking out from the neckline, which in her hurry she hadn’t noticed was chokingly tight. She dug the B&B keys out of her jacket pocket and unlocked the door.

      “I need coffee.” She ducked inside, ignoring the smug condemnation from the whale-ish eyes staring at her from around the room, and especially from the orca on her unslept-in bed.

      Holly followed her. “Holy crap, no wonder you didn’t want to bring the boink-fest here!”

      She toed off her boots and flung herself on top of the duvet, wriggling until her long brown hair with the plum-colored streak trailed down over the side, and she was looking at Mac upside down. “You gonna tell me? Or do you want me to list every single male in Oban, including Old Smitty and Laurie, which, incidentally, doesn’t bear thinking about, but I will if you don’t start talking.”

      Mac hit the switch on the electric kettle—next to a collection of whale-printed mugs. “I spent the night with Joe.”

      “Joe Cameron the fisherman who lives at Butterfield Beach? Or Joey Scott, the guy who never takes his baseball cap off and thinks no one knows he’s balding?”

      “Joe Whelan,” Mac said.

      “You and Doctor Joe?” Holly’s voice soared an octave. “Having claw-his-eyes-out, angry sex?”

      “What makes you think we had angry sex?”

      “Uh, hello. Even dummy me can spot the two of you don’t exactly get on,” Holly said with an upside down eye roll, followed by an upside down smirk. “Now I see why. Ssssexual tenssssion.”

      “Mmmmph.” Mac reached for a whale mug. “Something like that.”

      Holly rolled over and propped herself up on her elbows. “Spill.”

      So while the kettle heated and Mac felt a little like the proverbial frog who gets boiled alive and doesn’t know until it’s too late, she told her cousin the sanitized version of the past four weeks. Leaving out the bits about her and Joe’s checkered history and going along with his plan to stop his sister’s marriage.

      “So you’re together now,” Holly said.

      Mac scooped instant coffee into two mugs from a whale-shaped canister.

      “You and Doctor Joe. Huh.” Holly smiled.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Yeah, exactly like that.” Holly sat up, grinning from ear to ear. “Once is a hook-up, twice is an oopsie, three times is a relationship. And since you’re here with me instead of there with him, one can assume you’re shitting yourself about feels being involved.”

      Mac poured boiling water over the coffee granules and stirred. Added milk, stirred some more. Kicked herself for all the times she’d teased Holly about her love life or lack of it when they were younger.

      “Well?” Holly asked. “Am I right?”

      “Yeah.” Mac blew out a breath and carried their coffees over to the room’s small table and chairs. “Guess I like him. Guess I might like him a lot.”

      Holly padded over to join Mac at the table. “Aww, listen to you, being all gushy over the cute boy next door.” She picked up her coffee and blew on it, giving Mac a slitted stare over the rim. “You want me to go deliver a little note with a multiple choice, asking how much he likes you back and some doodled love hearts?”

      “Shut up. I don’t doodle.” But Mac’s heart still gave a little sideways leap.

      “But your heart’s involved?”

      “It’s a little bit involved.” A little bit more than she was comfortable with. Hence the walk of shame when she’d really wanted nothing more than to stay wrapped in Joe’s arms.

      “And you’re scared.” Holly cocked her head, but it wasn’t really a question.

      They’d been close growing up, and Holly was witness to her Auntie Cheryl’s revolving relationships both at family gatherings and from Holly and Mac’s long, angsty teenage conversations. And Holly had been there when Mac lost her collective shit minutes before she’d been about to marry Richard.

      “Yep.” The fluttery, shivery bubbles returned to her stomach, and she took a quick sip of coffee to try to drown them. Scared was an understatement.

      “You don’t usually get scared about a guy.”

      “No.”

      “You were never scared with Richard.” Holly scrunched up her face. “In fact, you were scarily calm and vocal about how he was perfect for you. Up until, well, you know.”

      Holly had been Mac’s bridesmaid, so, yeah, she knew.

      “Is it some kind of omen when you’re terrified that you’re going to fall too hard, too deep for the guy and end up a broken mess at the end of it?” Mac asked.

      “I think it means Joe’s forcing you out of your emotional comfort zone.”

      “I don’t like being out of my emotional comfort zone.”

      “I know, sweets.” Holly sent her a small smile. “But that’s what relationships are all about. And who says you’ll end up a broken mess at the end of it? Who says it’s going to end?”

      Experience. Both her failed relationships and her mum’s three marriages. Love was fleeting and unreliable—if it even existed. Mac’s jury was still out on that one.

      “I’m a pessimist,” she said. “You know I don’t believe in happily ever after. Just happily for now or happily until his leaving the toilet seat up drives her nuts, or happily until he’s tired of the nagging and once-a-month coitus.”

      Holly snorted. “You’re in the business of happily ever afters, so at least some teeny-weeny, incy-wincy part of you believes in true love—in real love.”

      An image popped into Mac’s mind of her and Joe in his kitchen after they’d made love the first time last night. He’d pulled on his jeans and slipped his sweater over her nakedness, kissing her once more with a tenderness that’d stolen her breath. Then he’d continued to make her dinner, while they’d talked like old friends—one topic flowing effortlessly into another. There’d been an ease there, a simple, comforting connection of two people who’d denied they were lonely for too long. They’d curled up together on Joe’s squishy sofa in front of a roaring fire with their dinner plates and watched TV, Joe bitching about New Zealand’s favorite soap opera while Mac had laughed and hidden the remote. It hadn’t been perfect, but it’d been perfectly real.

      Holly’s small smile transformed into a smirk. “You know I’m right. And you know you’ve got to pull up your big girl panties and go back there and talk to him.”

      Damn, Mac hated when her little cousin was right.

      “Shut up, and drink your coffee, Hol.”
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* * *

      Waking alone hurt.

      It wasn’t a huge shock when he’d rolled over to rouse Mac with a kiss and an offer of breakfast in bed and found she’d done a bunk, but it still hurt. And that put him into a foul man-sulk as he hauled his arse into the shower to clean the sweet smell of her off his skin.

      Later, dressed in jeans and yesterday’s sweater—because he evidently enjoyed torturing himself with her scent—he stomped around his kitchen, cooking a full Irish. Because he bloody well deserved it and to hell with the cholesterol. Bacon, pork sausages, a bit of black pudding, and some leftover potatoes he’d browned in the pan. All were keeping warm in the oven while he fried up a couple of eggs. He’d just popped two slices of thick brown bread into the toaster when someone knocked on the door. He poked his head out of the kitchen with a narrowed glare, but the door wasn’t revealing any clue as to who’d be outside his place at nine thirty on a Saturday morning.

      The likeliest suspect would be Ford, who’d an almost psychic link to Joe when it came to a full Irish breakfast. Only Ford was coaching the kids’ rugby team today. That left a medical emergency—unlikely, since no one had called. Or West, who could also sniff out a cooked breakfast, especially when his wife, Piper, wasn’t involved in the making of it.

      Or…

      “Joe?” A female voice called from the other side of his front door. “Are you in there?”

      Mac. His dick twitched, and his heart gave a little quickstep around his chest—body parts that were more than happy to forgive her for bolting this morning. He pressed his lips together and stepped into the hallway, wondering if she could hear the eggs popping in the frying pan from outside.

      “I brought coffee.”

      He took another step, deftly avoiding the middle floorboard that creaked when stepped on.

      “And three of Erin’s muffins.”

      Joe stopped on the door’s other side, his pulse now throbbing through him. He heard a papery rustle, and against his will, the annoyance he’d carried since he’d found her gone lifted like morning mist. MacKenna had run, but she’d come back again.

      “I’ve got banana and walnut, raspberry and white chocolate, and something with chocolate chips in it; I can’t remember.” Then an annoyed sigh. “Dammit, Joe. Let me in.”

      Joe flung open the door. Mac, with paper bags in one hand and takeout coffees in a cardboard tray in the other, tipped forward since she was balanced on one foot to kick his door. He caught her by the shoulders to steady her then plucked the cardboard tray out of her hands before she slopped coffee down the front of her pretty white top.

      “I don’t need your muffins,” he said. “I have black pudding.”

      Her nose scrunched up, and she tossed her hair—loose and shower damp—over her shoulders. “You won’t get a good morning kiss from me after eating that gross stuff.”

      He grinned down at her. “Liar,” he said. “A bit o’ pig’s blood and oatmeal won’t deter you from kissing me for long. Come and have breakfast with me.”

      She gave him a saucy eye roll and brushed past him, strolling down the hallway to his kitchen as if she owned the place. Well, if a hostile takeover of his heart was her plan, she was doing a grand job.

      “I really don’t like you very much,” she said over her shoulder.

      “I know,” he said, trailing after her. “But you come bearing coffee and muffins, so I guess my imminent disembowelment is no longer in the cards.”

      Years of practice instilled in him by his mam meant there was plenty of extra food to feed an unexpected crowd. While he dished out two plates of steaming-hot manna from heaven—minus the black pudding for the squeamish woman setting two places at his dining table—they didn’t speak. But strangely, it wasn’t a fraught silence, it was more like a stillness of spirit that came over him when their eyes met over the table and she smiled at him. A hopeful, almost shy smile.

      “I’m glad you came back, MacKenna,” he said as they sat down to eat.

      She picked up her fork, turning it over and over in her palm. “Under the circumstances, you should probably call me Mac now.”

      “Isn’t calling you Mac reserved for people you like?” He kept his tone light and full of teasing, but his damn heartbeat kicked up a notch again.

      Because while the push and pull, chase and run, catch and release had been fun, and would continue to be fun, he was beginning to need more. Some sort of confirmation that showing up on each other’s doorsteps for hot sex wasn’t the only thing they had. Some sort of assurance that he wasn’t the only one aware of the heat between them and wondering if jumping in would leave him burned beyond recognition.

      “Shut up. I like you. I like you a lot. And I sound like a teenage girl. Crap.” Her chest rose and fell on a choked laugh. She laid down her fork and reached across the table to lay her hand over his. “I’m sorry I ran off this morning.”

      “Want to clue me in on why?”

      “I had a dream last night.” Her mouth twisted, and she withdrew her hand, picking up her takeout coffee and taking a sip, her throat working overtime.

      “Ah. One of those dreams women have that their guy is shagging a cheerleading squad. They wake up pissy and hurt, and the guy has to deal with tears and being whacked with a pillow.”

      “That’s so sexist. Don’t guys ever dream about that kind of thing?”

      “Of course. I dream about shagging cheerleader squads all the time. Do you own some pom-poms?”

      Mac snorted out a laugh then fell silent, her gaze zipping down to her plate.

      “Tell me about it,” he said gently.

      Her shoulders hunched, and he thought she wouldn’t answer. Or she’d brush him off with a flippant lie. But she straightened her spine and met his gaze.

      “It was one of those muddled-up memory dreams I have every so often. About my parents separating when I was little. Only I saw it through the eyes of an adult, as if I were spying through the walls when they told me Dad wouldn’t live with us anymore. I’d arrived home from school and found Mum and Dad waiting for me in the living room. For a moment, I thought Dad being home so early from work was a good thing…that something special would be happening like an unexpected holiday. I was young, so I didn’t notice Mum’s eyes were swollen and red, or that Dad didn’t look at her once the whole time they were talking to me. He hugged and kissed me and told me he’d be by on the weekend to take me for ice cream at the park, then Mum told me to go unpack my schoolbag and put my lunchbox in the kitchen as I did every day. As if it were a normal day.”

      Mac shook her head. “But I didn’t. I sneaked over to the living room window and watched Mum follow Dad out to his truck parked in the driveway. There were suitcases and cardboard boxes stacked in the bed of the truck, and he climbed inside with Mum pleading and weeping and clinging to his arm. He shook her off, and I heard clear as day what he said to her. He said, ‘Being sorry doesn’t fix what’s broken, Cheryl.’” MacKenna sucked in a breath. “And in the weird way that dreams have, it wasn’t Dad driving away, but you. And it wasn’t Mum pleading for forgiveness, but me.”

      “You woke up and got scared you’d do something wrong, and I’d walk away from you?”

      “Silly.” She gnawed an eyetooth on her bottom lip. “I mean we’re only…”

      “Only fooling around?” he supplied for her. “You know that’s not true.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m not walking away from this—from us. Not anytime soon. Are you?”

      Her mouth quirked up in a small smile. “No.”

      Joe picked up his knife and fork. “Then eat your breakfast while it’s hot.”

      Five minutes later, he was about to convince Mac to try a sliver of his black pudding when her pocket started ringing. She held up a finger and arched away from his black-pudding-laden fork and hauled out her phone. Her pretty forehead creased as she stared at the screen.

      “Kerry?” she said.

      Joe could only hear the tiny squeak of his sister’s voice down the line, but the rapid patter of it had him setting his fork back on his plate. Something was up. And going by the deepening frown on Mac’s face…

      “Of course I can. I’ll get right on it and it’ll be ready by Wednesday morning.”

      Kerry’s wedding dress? Mac wasn’t supposed to finish it for weeks. Joe rose slowly to his feet, an icy chill rolling down his spine.

      “You want me to what?” Mac’s eyes popped wide. “Kerry, I…”

      More tinny, gunfire-fast words from the other end of the line.

      “Yes, he’s here. I think you’d better speak to him.”

      Mac passed the phone across the table, drawn lines appearing either side of her mouth. Joe could hear his sister’s words clearer now.

      “I don’t want to talk to that feckin’ arsewipe who calls himself my bro—”

      “What’s going on, Kerr?” he asked.

      Immediate, icy silence.

      “Put MacKenna back on.” His sister’s regal command.

      “No. Tell me what you’re up to, else I’ll be catching the next flight to Queenstown to wring your neck.”

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      “Tell me.” He resorted to the stern doctor tone he took with some patients when they balked at doing what was best for them.

      “Fine, then,” she said with a huff. “You’ll get the abridged version. Aaron and I are getting married next Tuesday. In Las Vegas. You can come and be a part of it or not; I couldn’t care less.”

      Joe sat down with a thud, trying to process Vegas, next Tuesday, marriage, and the underscore of hurt in his sister’s half-arsed invitation to her wedding.

      “Are you serious?” he croaked.

      “Oh, very. Aaron and I took the money we’d saved for the reception and bought our flights.”

      “But Vegas?” City of Elvis impersonators and showgirls in tacky feather outfits? Joe shook his head. “Why Vegas?”

      “Because we’ve always wanted to go there. And because of Luke and Kyle,” Kerry said. “With Luke in San Fran and Kyle in Phoenix on business, they’re just a short flight away. Luke’s offered to pay for our accommodation at The Venetian, so we just need to pay for the wedding itself, and the honeymoon’s built in.”

      Jaysus. Kill him now. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Quite a plan you’ve worked out in a short amount of time.”

      “I know, right?” Kerry said, faux cheerfully. “Mam and Da have booked their flights this morning. They’re being very supportive.”

      “Oh, they are.” Unlike him, the stick-in-the-mud brother, her tone implied.

      “Mam’s always wanted to see Las Vegas, too. She has quite the crush on Elvis, and the only thing she was a little disappointed about was me putting my foot down about not having a Blue Hawaii-themed wedding.”

      “Good to hear.” He jumped as two hands settled on his shoulders and began to gently squeeze. Mac—he’d forgotten she was even in the room.

      “Will you come, Joe?”

      The sass vanished from Kerry’s voice, leaving only a masked pleading behind. Joe closed his eyes, making a forcible effort to relax under the soothing pressure of Mac’s fingers.

      “I’ve already asked MacKenna to come and bring my dress—not just because of the dress, but because I’d like a friend there,” Kerry continued. “More than that, I want my big brother at my wedding, even if he doesn’t agree with my decisions. So will you come?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      He handed the phone back to MacKenna, who continued with wedding talk while Joe picked up his knife and fork and pretended he still had an appetite.

      Kerry was eloping. He’d agreed to stand by and witness her marriage to the wrong guy.

      Viva feckin’ Las Vegas.
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      Mac stitched the last section of Kerry’s wedding dress hem by hand. Neat, even stitches that wouldn’t pucker the dress’s flowing fabric, a painstaking task that required all her concentration to slip the needle through the satin’s fine weave. And blinkers-on concentration was what she’d required this past week just to get through it with sanity intact.

      She was going to Vegas. For seven days. With Joe. Tomorrow.

      “This wasn’t how I’d envisioned our first vacation away together,” he’d said to her when they’d got off the phone with Kerry. “But would you hold my hand as my little sister walks down the aisle?”

      She’d given her answer in the form of a kiss, one that had led them back to Joe’s bedroom for another tumble between the sheets.

      Joe had arranged everything. Flights, a room at The Venetian, and a rental car in LA road trip with—and she was beyond denying it now—a man she was falling for.

      MacKenna clipped off the last thread from the dress and stood back to admire it. It made even the plain white dressmaker’s dummy look glamorous. The long, clean lines were reminiscent of a 1940s gown, with an overlay of ivory lace that finished in pretty cap sleeves and a V-neck secured with a hand-stitched beaded rose. She gave herself a little hug and a pat on the back with a most un-Mac-like giggle then let out a little chirp of excitement when the doorbell buzzed.

      She sprinted to the door, opened it, and leaped into Joe’s arms.

      He caught her with a laugh. “How’s the craic?” he asked, then kissed her soundly.

      Gripping his waist with her thighs, she flung up her arms. “We’re going to Vegas, baby!”

      “Maybe I should take you away more often.”

      He carried her into the entrance and set her down, then returned outside to drag in one medium-sized suitcase.

      “Where’s the rest?” she teased, pretending to crane around his shoulder to look at the car parked outside.

      Joe tapped the suitcase handle. “Shorts, shirts, sunblock. What more do I need?”

      He grinned, and her heart gave a little squeeze at how relaxed he sounded. Perhaps the few days they’d spent apart were enough to calm him down after the shock of his sister’s elopement plans.

      “Where’s yours?”

      Mac pointed to the entranceway wall, where one large suitcase bulged at the sides, and a medium-sized empty one, which Kerry’s dress would be carefully packed into later, rested.

      “I’m glad I booked a car in LA with bigger than usual trunk storage,” he said then froze as his gaze zipped past her to the wedding gown. “Is that Kerry’s?”

      “Yes.”

      And when he continued to stare, saying nothing, she quickly filled in the gap.

      “I kicked Reid off this project and worked on it myself. I wanted it to be perfect for her. She’ll look so beautiful on her wedding day, don’t you think?”

      “You did an amazing job,” he said. “I’m touched you went the extra mile.”

      A warning prickle skimmed over Mac’s scalp at Joe’s avoidance of the upcoming wedding, but she shoved it down deep.

      “I miss construction.” She slipped an arm around Joe’s waist and leaned into him. “The practical sewing bit was always my favorite at design school. Getting to turn something two-dimensional and shapeless into something beautiful. It’s a rush, and one I don’t get often now with the wedding planning and overseeing of the shop. I let Reid and Laura do their thing, and I do mine, making sure everything runs like clockwork.”

      “And does it?”

      Mac slid a glance toward Reid’s room. He was out tonight, but she’d gotten a funny vibe off him when she’d announced she’d be sewing Kerry’s dress. A year ago, and he would’ve fought her, telling her to butt out, it was his job, but this time he’d merely shrugged. As if he were relieved not to add the gown to his workload.

      She was probably imagining things.

      “It’s worked well for years. We’re a team.”

      “With you holding the tight reins of control,” he said.

      “Someone has to take charge.”

      Mac scooted around to face him and placed her hands on his hips, drawing them into alignment with hers. She rose on tiptoe, brushing her mouth over his, thrilling to the bigger rush that swept all her doubts aside when Joe cupped her face and kissed her again. Once they were both gasping for air, he pulled back and scooped her into his arms. She wrapped an arm around his neck as he carried her up the stairs toward her bedroom.

      “Why don’t you take charge for the next hour?” he said. “Then we’ll switch.”

      Mac laughed, resting her head on his shoulder. Joe had the best ideas.
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* * *

      “What do you think?” Joe asked.

      Mac squinted at the long, box-shaped convertible that gleamed under the Californian sun in a parking lot of other enormous cars, all with tires probably melting in the relentless heat. She wriggled her toes in her flip-flops, which the sun-baked asphalt was also probably melting.

      Go to the States, they said. It’s lovely there in September, they said. Yeah, if you weren’t an Invercargill girl not used to the US temperatures of low seventies. A nice fall day, according to the rental car guy. But after a thirteen-hour flight crammed next to Joe—who, by the way, slept like a baby the whole trip—she’d been looking forward to a nap. A nice long nap that wasn’t gonna happen in a convertible.

      “It looks like a giant blue Smurf,” she said. “If the Smurf was blown up and tortured on the rack.” She wondered if she should just head out to the palm-tree-lined street and find a cab driver willing to make the five-hour drive to Sin City.

      “It’s a 1967 Lincoln Continental.”

      Joe picked up one of her suitcases and dragged it over to the blue monster. He opened the boot—trunk, Mac corrected herself—and turned back to her.

      “Isn’t she grand?” he asked.

      Okay, his boyish glee was kind of adorable. Annoying for someone who’d had only two hours’ sleep in the past twenty-four hours and could feel a tell tale sunburn tingle on her winter-white skin, but still, adorable.

      “A classic.” She forced an I’m having so much fun smile as the monster’s gaping maw swallowed her first suitcase and then had seconds and thirds. Man, she really needed a nap—a shower and a nap. And coffee.

      He slammed the trunk and turned a dazzling smile her way. And she was dazzled—even sleep and caffeine deprived and probably smelling more like a hobo than the deodorant she’d reapplied in LA International’s restroom—Joe’s smile dazzled her. And she found herself returning a goofy, sappy smile back because all things aside, there was nowhere and no one else she’d rather be with.

      “Let’s Thelma and Louise this thing,” she said and climbed into the Lincoln. And promptly leaped up again as—holy cow—her butt had just caught fire from the black leather bench seat.

      Joe threw back his head and bellowed out a laugh.

      “I really, really don’t like you, you know,” Mac said, her butt cheeks still raised a few inches above the burning seat.

      His eyes twinkling, Joe climbed in beside her. Since he wore longer length shorts, his butt was fine. Bastard. Mac gingerly lowered herself back onto the seat, and Joe stroked a hand down her bare thigh. That almost made up for the fact her bottom was on fire.

      “Just for that,” she grumbled as the engine roared to life, “I’m not going to share my sunscreen with you. You, smartass, can burrrrrn.”

      His wandering hand tickled her upper thigh then dropped away to slot the transmission into gear. He slanted her a glance that nearly singed her panties to ashes.

      “Oh, I’m burnin’ up already, darlin’.”

      They stopped for coffee along the way, MacKenna coming back to life with the buzz of caffeine and the sheer excitement of the adventure. And while her hair looked like a crazed bird’s nest—until she tied it in a ponytail and tugged on the LA Dodgers cap she’d bought from a store next to the coffee shop—she was enjoying the hell out of being with Joe in the blue behemoth. Classic rock poured through the speakers, and the air grew drier and hotter as they continued on the I-15. Who needed to nap when there were miles of desert landscape so different from home to look at?

      Lunch was at a small-town diner where, after creamy, cold milkshakes and burgers, they’d taken selfies with Elvis and The Blues Brothers statues positioned in the dining room. He’d even dragged her across the Lincoln’s bench seat and kissed her soundly under the endless blue arch of the Nevada sky once they crossed the state line.

      “A little different from Invers?” he asked as Vegas towers of glass and steel rose above the desert horizon.

      “Definitely not in Kansas anymore,” she said. “Look, there’s the pyramid!”

      Traffic crawled as they headed to Las Vegas Boulevard. MacKenna tried to look everywhere at once at the glittering signs, crowds of people, and the trucks towing billboards advertising beautiful women in string bikinis.

      “This is insane,” she said as Joe guided the Lincoln under The Venetian’s portico and parked.

      Black-and-red-uniformed valets and bellboys moved rapidly between the other cars, and a busload of future gamblers was disembarking, their voices raised above the rumble of motors.

      A valet opened her door with a wide smile. “Welcome to The Venetian, ma’am.”

      MacKenna had to keep her teeth locked together to prevent her jaw from sagging as she stepped into the hotel’s lobby. Flamboyant yet tasteful at the same time, the marble tiles and muted color scheme seemed to glow between the many columns, thanks to the light streaming over the fresco-painted arched ceiling.

      Joe waved her over to the elaborate gold fountain in the lobby center, while he stood in line to check in. Twenty minutes later, an elevator whisked them upward to their room on the sixteenth floor.

      “Oh. My. God,” Mac whispered as they entered the suite. A king-sized bed stood against one wall, and huge windows overlooked the snarls of traffic on the Strip many floors below. “Would you look at that? I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      “I agree. My arse is quite spectacular,” Joe said, bending down to set Mac’s suitcase onto the luggage rack. “Perhaps you’d like to cop a feel of it while we mess up those sheets before dinner.”

      Mac continued to gaze lustfully into the all-marble bathroom and giant tub that could easily hold a wedding party of six. As much as she wanted to soak in a tub filled with bubbles, if she wasn’t to be a complete wreck meeting Joe’s family later, she needed to crawl beneath those sheets and sleep for at least an hour.

      “Shower and sleep,” she said. “I’m on an unstoppable trajectory to get clean and unconscious.”

      “Party pooper.”

      He grinned that sexy, promising a good time grin, and she nearly caved. Before Mac changed her mind, she ducked into the bathroom and shut the door. Locked it. Keeping temptation out of reach—for her, not him. Tapping her phone, she selected her favorite playlist and cranked up the volume. Nothing like Freddy Mercury’s soaring vocal plea for someone to love to set the mood for a refreshing, loooong shower.

      Mac sang along—too bad if Joe didn’t like her voice—and took her time under the steaming-hot jets while Freddy gave way to Madonna, Bryan Adams, and Simple Minds.

      Once her fingers started to prune, she relented and got out, pouncing on the free bottle of expensive body lotion. While Cyndi told the world about girls just wanting to have fun, Mac finished slathering on the lotion. She’d been a little premature turning down the opportunity to mess up the sheets with Joe because parts of her were very refreshed.

      She flung open the bathroom door, shimmying everything she had, the chorus on her lips—and met the startled gaze of Joe, beer bottle in hand…and two other men.

      One sat on the sofa, the other reclined on their bed, beer balanced on his flat stomach. Three pairs of eyes locked on her assets, jaws sagged, followed by wide, appreciative smiles by the two strangers. Joe turned a murderous stare at the two men—who were obviously his brothers, judging by their same coloring and bright blue eyes.

      Mac froze momentarily, like a possum in a hunter’s spotlight, a flight or fight response kicking in, even though in this case, embarrassment would kill her before the adrenaline overdose. She bit down on the urge to shriek like a train whistle and slapped an attitude-infused hand on her waist instead. What was the point of rushing away when men had a photographic memory for boobs and bums? They’d be retelling this story for years.

      “You must be Joe’s brothers,” she said. “Nice to meetcha.” As if she met her boyfriend’s family bare-assed every day of the week.

      “Pleasure is all ours,” said the brother from the bed, lifting his beer in a silent toast. “I’m Kyle.”

      “Luke,” the older of the two men said, from the sofa. “We brought beer.”

      Both men, after their initial surprise, met her gaze squarely without their gazes lowering to her…assets. Now if she could just figure out how to make a graceful exit…

      Joe solved the issue by hauling the gold-and-purple bed runner off the comforter and crossing the room in double time to wrap it around her, using the bulk of his body to block his brothers’ view.

      “Flippin’ hell, Mac,” he muttered, tucking the tail of fabric between her breasts.

      His voice was gruff, but not with the chastisement she’d assumed. His face told her he was caught between laughter, annoyance, and possessive arousal. Suddenly, she wanted the Whelan brothers gone. Suddenly, she didn’t need a nap, she just needed Joe.

      He tucked her against his side, probably to help prevent the slippery length of fabric from causing another wardrobe malfunction.

      “You’ll catch your death, baby,” he said. “The air-conditioning’s freezing in here.”

      MacKenna slipped her hand behind him to not-so-subtly pinch his butt. “Then you’d better warm me up.” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Get out, you lot,” he said without dragging his gaze from Mac’s face. “We’ll see you at dinner. We’ve jet lag to sleep off.”

      “Is that what they’re calling it nowadays?” Luke uncoiled from his spot on the sofa and crossed to smack his younger brother’s crossed ankles. “C’mon, let’s head down to the casino for a flutter.”

      Kyle rolled off the bed. “Sure you don’t want to leave the old fella to his grandda nap, and come with us? Luke and I will show ya a good time. Promise.”

      Kyle’s eyes, so much like both his older brothers’, creased in the corners with teasing but no trace of lustful intentions. He was baiting Joe, but even as an only child, Mac recognized it for what it was. Sibling one-upmanship.

      She grinned back at him. “Sorry, but I think the old fella can deliver a better time than you can by staying right here.”

      “Precisely,” Joe growled, but the corner of his mouth kicked up. “Now, piss off.”

      Luke sauntered past her, giving her a wink. “Maybe later then?”

      “You’re on,” she said. “I play a mean game of blackjack.”

      Kyle filed past next, ducking down to drop a quick peck on her cheek. “Lovely to meet ya, Mac,” he said. “Bloody brilliant first impression.”

      Joe reached out and cuffed his younger brother’s head. Kyle laughed, and the two men slammed out of the room. From the bathroom came the soulful sound of Marvin Gaye’s “Sexual Healing.” Mac hooked a hand around Joe’s neck, using the other to loosen the bed runner so it slithered to her feet.

      “The perfect soundtrack for a grandda nap.” He pulled her in close and stroked a hand down her spine to cup her bottom. “How ’bout it?”

      “Bloody brilliant,” she said.
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* * *

      The Strip’s lights were blazing against the deepening blue sky as Mac stopped to check out her little black dress one more time in the mirror before she and Joe left their room. Luke had sent a text to Joe ten minutes ago, saying they were waiting in the main lobby and would he and Mac hurry the hell up? Ma was getting itchy feet to explore Fremont Street.

      “You’re breathtaking,” Joe said to Mac.

      A variation of the five other compliments he’d paid her during the past five minutes to try to reassure her and keep her from having a last-minute panic attack at meeting the whole Whelan clan.

      “And as long as Kyle doesn’t make a comment about you looking good with clothes on, you’ll be fine,” he added.

      “Oh, that’s grand,” she said.

      She stood, tapping the toe of her high-heeled strappy sandal with the black bow thingy at the back, which could cause a man to develop a foot fetish, and glared at him.

      “Your mother will think I’m trying too hard.” She twisted at the waist, skimming a hand over the curve of her arse and tugging down the skirt for the umpteenth time. “You sure I don’t look trashy? Like the kind of girl three of her sons have seen naked?”

      “Just count yourself lucky Da didn’t come with the lads, otherwise the news of it would’ve spread across Dublin and into the countryside.” He kissed her cheek then slid his mouth down to her lips to capture them in a kiss he hoped would distract her from the upcoming ordeal.

      Mac sighed into his mouth then abruptly pulled back.

      “Lipstick!” she said with a palm to his mouth before he could reel her in for another kiss. “I can’t show up to meet my man’s parents with smudged lipstick.”

      Joe grinned down at her, a bubble of warmth rising in his chest at her simple declaration that he was her man. “I checked your make up bag. It’s the non-kiss-off-able kind.”

      “Aren’t you devious?” She ran a thumb along his lower lip.

      Whether she had transferred some of the pretty plum shade coating her mouth to his, he didn’t care. He would’ve been happy to spend the evening just trying to kiss her non-kiss-off-able lipstick off. But duty called.

      “It’ll be fine, Mac. This is Aaron and Kerry’s circus, not ours. That’s where Mam and Da’s focus will be.”

      Until Mam got a chance to get Mac alone. Then all bets were off. That he’d brought a woman with him on this trip spoke silent volumes about his feelings toward her—and while Aaron would be first in line for interrogation, she’d have plenty of energy left for Mac in second place.

      “Let’s get this over with.” She sighed.

      The Whelans and Aaron were clustered by the lobby’s ornate fountain, nattering among themselves. Kerry spotted them first and rushed over, hugging Mac as if she hadn’t seen her for months. His sister gave him the cold shoulder, dragging Mac forward to meet the rest of Joe’s family. She was passed from one to another and hugged, kissed, and patted on the back, his parents and brothers all talking to her at the same time. And Mac handled it like a champ.

      His mam, putting on her maternal boxing gloves, waited for a conversational lull.

      “Joe, you’ll take Aaron and the boys in your car. Rick and I will take the girls. We’ll meet at the base of that Fremont Street thrill ride I read about online.”

      She gave Joe a meaningful stare, which meant she’d have his bollocks if he dared disagree or considered throwing her future son-in-law off the according-to-Google, twelve-story-high zip line.

      “Right, then.” Joe sent Aaron a guy eyebrow lift, his first acknowledgement of the man’s hulking presence toward the back of the group. “Let’s paint the town red.”

      Kyle clapped a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “Hopefully not with your blood, eh, mate? Stuck in the car with the three of us.”

      A smile split Aaron’s face. The kind of relaxed smile a man got from knowing he could take care of himself in any situation. “You can’t be worse than a busload of teenage boys hopped up on testosterone.”

      “Behave,” his mam warned and looped her arm through Mac’s. “Now, off with you.”

      As if part of a conspiracy, Kyle and Luke angled in and took the Lincoln’s back seat, leaving Aaron to ride shotgun. They headed away from the casino, his brothers making smartarse comments about the car’s size and Joe “over-compensating” for something.

      Aaron sat at ease beside him, an elbow resting on the door frame, his head tilted back to stare at the craziness of the Strip, as if he were just on a Sunday cruise with a bunch of mates. How could he be so damned casual? He was marrying Kerry the day after tomorrow.

      Maybe.

      Joe’s gaze narrowed on the slow-moving truck towing yet another movie billboard trailer in front of them.

      “The ’67 Continental has a four-hundred-and-sixty-two-cubic-inch V8, doesn’t it?” Aaron said from beside him.

      The admiration in his tone was unmistakable.

      “Yeah,” Joe said. “It’s a bit more grunty than my Honda.”

      “She purrs. Love the sound of the V8 growl. How was she on gas from LA? Eleven miles to the gallon?”

      “Ten. Couldn’t afford to run her for long back home with petrol costing two bucks a liter.”

      Aaron snorted out a laugh. “Ain’t that the truth? The Chevy Camaro used to cost me a small fortune when I filled her up. But she was mint, a real sweetheart, so I didn’t mind.”

      “You’ve got a Camaro?”

      “Nah. Sold it.” A muscle bunched in his jaw then flattened. “Some things are more important than cars, right?”

      “Right.” Joe dragged his gaze away from Aaron and concentrated on the traffic flow.

      “Besides,” Aaron continued, “my brother-in-law’s restoring a ’72 Buick Rivera. I give him a hand mucking around with it in his garage sometimes.” He shrugged. “If you like classic Americans, you and Mac should come up for a weekend. Jay’s got a ’67 Chevy Impala in storage. He thinks his wife—my sister, Claudia—doesn’t know about the ’69 Corvette Stingray he bought as his next fixer-up. Fool.”

      Aaron inviting him to do guy things? Even though Joe had made it more than obvious that Aaron was public enemy number one. Joe blinked and refocused on the other scrap of information he’d been given.

      “You’ve got a sister?”

      “Two,” Aaron said as the Lincoln cruised into downtown Las Vegas. “One older, one younger. Claudia’s two years older and married to Jay for five years. They’ve got two kids, Marlin who’s four—he’s a petrolhead in training—and Tammy. She’s nearly three and tells me she’s going to be an astronaut. She will, too, because she’s just like her mum.” He shot Joe a loaded glance. “And her Auntie Kerry. Tammy’ll grow into a strong woman, like them.”

      Joe schooled his features into what he hoped projected bland neutrality. “And your younger sister? Is she married?”

      “Dating. And talking about moving in with him. Abbi’s the youngest of the six of us. I have three brothers, two of us like her boyfriend; two of us think he’ll break her heart.”

      “And which camp do you fall into?”

      Aaron’s dark eyes met his across the car. “The one who knows Abbi’s twenty-four and smart enough and strong enough to know her own mind without it mattering what her big brothers think.”

      “So you think he’s a wanker, then?”

      A flash of white teeth and Aaron chuckled. “A complete douche canoe. And if Abbi wouldn’t make my life a living hell for the next thirty years for butting into her business, me and Si would kick his ass into the middle of next week.”

      Kyle leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the back of Aaron’s seat. “The Whelan boys are always available if you need assistance for an arse-kicking, right, Joe?”

      Joe grunted. “If his Abbi is anything like our Kerry, we’d be the ones getting our arses handed to us.”

      “Amen to that,” Aaron said as they pulled into a covered parking lot.

      Five minutes later, they left the massive parking lot and entered the insanity that was Fremont Street. Crowds of people mixed with scantily clad showgirls who posed for tips with a flamingo-long leg raised high above their heads. Music pumped, cooling mist sprayed, street hawkers hawked, and more women shook their bikini-covered arses on top of the outdoor bars selling overpriced drinks. Overhead, psychedelic images burst to life under the massive canopy that ran part of the length of the pedestrian walk between casinos. People stopped to gawp upward at the ever-changing colors while pop music grew louder.

      The four of them, engrossed in a friendly argument about the merits of New Zealand hiking trails compared to the US counterparts, dodged around the non moving crowd and crossed the street to where the unmistakable Slotzilla structure rose above the surrounding lower buildings. As Joe strolled, the conflicting scents of cigarette smoke and fried food filled his nose, and four shrieking riders flew over their heads on the zip line, swooping beneath the canopy.

      “Grand Canyon, Grandview Trail. Makes Ben Lomond Track in Queenstown look like a six-year-old’s trip to the playground,” Luke said.

      “Mate,” said Aaron. “Don’t you have donkeys or something carrying all your shit down into the canyon for you? Man up, and carry your own pack. You’ve been away from home too long.”

      Maybe he’d been a little bit wrong about Aaron. Even though the guy didn’t like beer—he was a whiskey man, apparently—and he had crappy taste in movies and liked golf, Joe conceded maybe, just maybe, under different circumstances, he and Aaron could’ve been friends. Mates, even.

      “You’re all a bunch of pussies,” Joe said. “You’re not a real man until you’ve hiked the Rakiura in winter, fighting through a southerly gale with mud up to your eyeballs.”

      Uproar ensued, Joe’s brothers shoulder-checking each other and even Aaron getting in on it. By the time Kerry, Mac, and Joe’s parents came toward them, the ribbing was over, and he and Aaron were giving each other the mock evil eye as Aaron refused to concede the Rakiura Track was more a test of stamina than the Ben Lomond.

      Joe was about to radically blow up his intentions to keep Aaron at a distance with a challenge to walk the Rakiura with him come summer when Kerry was right in Joe’s face. Eyes red, mouth in a furious line, she smacked his arm hard enough to sting.

      “Hey, watch it,” he said.

      “You leave him alone, Joseph Michael Whelan!” Kerry smacked him again. “I’ve tried to make you see reason, you big eejit, I really have, but now I wish I’d never let Aaron talk me into inviting you if this is the way you’re going to bloody behave. For feck’s sake, man.” She sucked in a huge breath, her eyes going suspiciously shiny. “You’ll not break up my engagement like MacKenna broke up yours. I’m getting married in two days’ time, whether you like it or not.”

      If “A Little Less Conversation” hadn’t been blasting overhead, he could’ve heard a pin drop as every Whelan family member’s stare locked on Mac. Joe’s gaze slid to her, too. Her eyes were still open wide, and her plum-slicked lips were parted in surprise. His stomach flipped down to the soles of his shoes as her mouth snapped shut. She took a step away from his mam and da, whom she’d been standing next to, as if she expected them to recoil in horror.

      “Babe.” Aaron stepped forward and wrapped an arm around Kerry’s waist, hauling her close against him. “It’s not like that. We were talking about hiking, and Joe wasn’t trying to break up anything.”

      “Oh,” Kerry said in a small voice. “Oops.”

      Yeah, oops.

      Mac looked as if she wanted to bolt into the crowd and disappear. He crossed to her before she could and linked his fingers through hers. He squeezed, and she glanced up at him, drawn lines either side of her mouth. He bent and brushed his lips against hers.

      “I need a drink,” she whispered.

      “Chin up,” he whispered back. “It could be worse. Vegas could’ve run out of booze.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      Mac had dealt with many, many mothers of the bride, but none scared her as much as Bess Whelan. Stern but sweet, delightful but with a dangerous smile you did not want aimed in your direction, tactful but spoke her mind. Mac was on tenterhooks, waiting for the axe to fall, since it hadn’t at the most awkward family dinner ever last night.

      At dinner, Bess had steered the conversation toward Luke’s promotion and Kyle’s emergency appendectomy when he was twelve that Joe, still in high school, had diagnosed before he’d even arrived at the hospital. Mac kept a low profile during the meal, and seated next to Aaron, she felt a kindred spirit with the big guy as he, too, was overshadowed by the Whelans’ dynamic and different personalities. At one point during the evening he’d patted her clenched fist and murmured, “It’ll be okay.”

      She’d begun to believe him, until just before she and Joe made excuses to return to the hotel. Bess invited-slash-ordered Mac to accompany her and Kerry to a spa day and wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      Spa day, execution day, it was all the same to Mac.

      She sat in the sleek black limo that had pulled up in front of their hotel, holding a glass of bubbly and making excruciating small talk with Joe’s mother and sister. Death by a thousand pinpricks was too good for Joe, who’d escaped this morning’s torture by the sheer biological fluke of being born with a penis.

      Joe, his brothers, his father, and Aaron were hitting the Strip’s casinos, with dares already in place for Kyle and Aaron to compare the size of their balls by leaping off the Stratosphere Tower on its SkyJump. She envied the men—throwing herself off a tower sounded preferable to death by the Irish inquisition.

      Somehow, she’d found herself sandwiched between Kerry and Bess. As they turned off Las Vegas Boulevard, Kerry glanced out the limo’s window toward the Stratosphere Tower that dominated the line of casinos with its breathtaking height. Bess reached across Mac and patted her daughter’s hand.

      “He’ll be fine, my love. Your da will make sure the boys don’t lay a hand on him.”

      Kerry’s nose crinkled. “It’s not Luke and Kyle I’m worried about. They like him.” She glanced over at Mac. “Do you think Joe’s warmed up to Aaron at all since you arrived?”

      Mac thought about the expression on Joe’s face she’d spotted moments before Kerry had caught sight of him the evening before. He’d been laughing, horsing around with his brothers and grinning at Aaron before his expression had dissolved into a mock glare at the man from whatever they were ribbing each other about. That was the look Kerry saw—and after she’d already been getting teary-eyed about Joe on the ride to Fremont Street—she’d overreacted.

      “Yeah, I think he’s mellowing,” Mac said, aware of the ticking time bomb of maternal protectiveness next to her. “And after today, doing guy stuff with your dad and brothers, I think he’ll come around even more.” Fingers crossed.

      “Well, I should certainly hope so,” said Bess. “Accusing Aaron of being after Kerry’s money when he’d already signed a pre-nup and what he did to pay for the sparkle on Kerry’s finger.”

      “Mam!” Kerry said.

      “What did he do?” Mac asked at the same time.

      Kerry huffed out a sigh and took another swallow of bubbles. “Aaron didn’t want anyone thinking what Joe accused him of, so we’d already been to a lawyer the week before we met you and Joe for lunch. Against my wishes.”

      “And your engagement ring?” Mac asked, her heart suddenly in her throat.

      Tears welled up in Kerry’s eyes. “He sold his Camaro to buy me this ring and help pay for our wedding.” She sniffed.

      Bess, in the way that mothers always seemed to do, magically made a tissue appear, which she pressed into Kerry’s hand.

      “He loved that bloody car,” Kerry said.

      “He loves you more,” Bess said. “Joe just can’t see that.”

      “You should tell him about the pre-nup,” Mac said. “And about the car.”

      “I shouldn’t have to.” Kerry scowled and dabbed at her nose. “He should trust my judgment.”

      “I’m not sure Joe trusts his own judgment,” Bess said quietly as the limo drew to a smooth halt outside the Desert Rose Day Spa entrance. “And that’s clouded his view on love and marriage. I think Mac’s right. The time’s past for waiting for Joe to come to his senses. Isn’t having his blessing more important?”

      “Maybe.” Kerry scowled. “Guess he can’t help being a bleedin’ eejit.”

      The three of them exited the limo and strolled into the single-story building. Soothing colors in desert tones of dusky pink, gold, and tan in the lobby greeted them. A few white-robe-wearing women sat on puffy couches artfully arranged in intimate seating areas, sipping on tall glasses of water. They did, indeed, look relaxed. Yay, them. Mac swallowed, trying to find her happy place.

      “We’re booked in for the full body package,” Bess told the receptionist. “It’s my only daughter’s wedding the day after tomorrow.”

      “Congratulations.” The woman beamed at the three of them—as though they, too, were tying the knot in forty-eight hours’ time. “The full body package will leave you feeling like a princess ready for your big day.”

      One facial, foot soak and pedicure, body scrub, and body wrap later, Mac felt less like a princess and more like a prepared side of beef. Maybe it was just her but the final treatment—a massage alongside Bess and Kerry—felt as if she were being tenderized before roasting. As she lay facedown and butt-naked apart from a towel across her hips, the burly masseur, introduced as “Cody,” worked over her muscles as if the tension wiring them were a personal affront.

      Tense muscles couldn’t be helped.

      During the earlier treatments, which to Mac’s dismay were shared with both other women, the two of them had peppered her with one-hundred-and-one questions about her life. It was like the worst “meet the parents” experience Mac had ever had, only a hundred times more humiliating since she’d had to answer the questions sans underwear. Really hard to be evasive when you were coated in a detoxifying seaweed mixture and wrapped in foil like a spring roll.

      “Speaking of you and Joe, MacKenna,” Bess said from the third massage table in the line, even though they hadn’t been speaking about her and Joe, but Bess and Rick’s plan to hike the Abel Tasman National Park again that summer. “I just have to ask—”

      “Mam! Jaysus.”

      Mac’s butt muscles tightened so hard Cody the masseur could’ve bounced one of his hot massage stones off them. OhGodOhGod. Here it came.

      Being pummeled by her Thai masseuse no hinder to speaking her mind, Bess continued. “Are you in love with my son?”

      “You don’t have to answer that.” Kerry’s muffled voice came from the table next to Mac’s. “Just ignore her.”

      As if that were remotely possible. Mac had the same chance of ignoring Bess Whelan’s steamrolling questions as one of the unfortunate squished critters at the side of the I15. And in fact, she felt like roadkill as the truth plowed into her.

      She had somehow fallen in love with Joe. Stupidly, insanely, boots-and-all in love with him. How the hell had that happened? When had it happened? And what the hell was she gonna do about it?

      “If the tension carried in her shoulders is any indication, I think the answer’s either a solid no or a solid yes,” Cody provided helpfully when Mac remained silent.

      “Shut up, Cody,” she said.

      He snickered. Bastard.

      Mac stared at the terracotta tiles through the face hole of the massage table. Step on a crack, break your mother’s back. Or your mother’s heart. And as a child, she’d become convinced she had. That there was something unlovable about Mac, because her mum soon introduced a new “uncle” into their lives who couldn’t pry his lips from her mother’s face for more than a few minutes. Obviously Mac’s mum was loveable, which must mean Mac wasn’t. Which must mean her dad left because of her, therefore, she was to blame for the nights she was woken by her mum still crying over her dad.

      As Mac got older, she unravelled some of her parents’ story—her mother’s one night of infidelity, her father’s refusal to examine the root cause of it—and she found her truth. Love hurt everyone involved eventually. Loving someone didn’t guarantee you wouldn’t end up broken hearted and alone.

      So how reckless was she to have fallen in love? The kind of stupid, insane love that had you flying halfway around the world to end up naked on a padded table?

      “Yes,” Mac said. “I am.”

      Because she couldn’t—just couldn’t—lie to Joe’s mother.

      “A mother can tell.” Bess’s voice smacked of satisfaction, then subtly sharpened. “But before I get all gushy about how I can already see how happy you make him, about how smashingly good you are together, I want to know what part you had in ending Joe and Sofia’s engagement.”

      And…the other shoe dropped, kicking Mac’s ass on the way down. She hadn’t had time to ask Kerry in private how much the rest of her family knew about Sofia’s infidelity, so Mac needed to tread carefully. “I don’t know how much Joe has told you about Sofia.”

      “He told us he found out she was unfaithful, and she left him high and dry,” Bess said.

      “Did him a solid, you ask me.” Cody dug fingers of iron into Mac’s stubborn shoulder muscles.

      “And me,” Kerry added, followed by a throaty moan. “Gawd, that’s good.”

      “I was the one who discovered Sofia was cheating and told Joe,” Mac said.

      “You knew Sofia and Joe?” Bess asked.

      Mac shook her head, even though no one could see the movement. “No. Sofia was a client. I was making her wedding dress, and I only briefly met Joe when he came into the shop once with her.”

      And he’d made more of an impact on her than she liked to admit.

      “I’ll be honest, Bess, I didn’t like Sofia from the first moment I met her, even though Joe appeared very much in love. Part of me fought against sticking my nose into his business, but after”—Mac sucked in a deep breath—“after I saw what my dad went through when my mum cheated on him, I couldn’t stand the thought of a good man going through that sort of pain.”

      Kind of the way Joe couldn’t stand the thought of his sister ending up with a broken heart, although Mac now firmly believed Joe was wrong about his future brother-in-law.

      “Joe is a good man,” Bess said. “So thank you for preventing him from making a wrong choice when there was a right choice for him four years down the line.”

      “I’m not sure he thinks I’m the right choice. I’m not sure love is even in his vocabulary, and it’s too soon to be talking about love, isn’t it?” Wait—did she say that out loud? Cody’s strong fingers were loosening her mouth as well as her muscles.

      “Like love is something he can schedule a fifteen-minute consult for,” Kerry said.

      Bess laughed. “Love can be most inconvenient, for sure. Sometimes it takes longer than you’d like to show up; sometimes it jumps out of hiding and bites you in the bollocks, holding on like a pit bull. Suspect that’s what’s happened to our Joe, don’t you, Kerry?”

      “Oh, I do. The man’s goose is well and truly cooked. He just hasn’t woken up to smell his singed feathers yet, and I’d pay to be a fly on the wall when he does.” She giggled. “You just wait and see, Mac.”

      Mac sighed—part relief, part pure nerves. “That means my goose is cooked, too, you know.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Bess said. “It’s hot enough to cook anyone’s goose in this town.”
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* * *

      Joe had three hours left to prevent his little sister from walking down the aisle. The odds of success were growing slimmer by the minute, but it didn’t stop him pacing like a caged beast inside his hotel room. Mac swept out of the bathroom dressed only in a towel, and Joe barely glanced at her.

      That’s how feckin’ distracted he was.

      “Joe. For God’s sake.” She sat down on the edge of the bed. “I thought you’d dropped this vendetta after spending the past two days with Aaron and having fun. I thought you liked him now.”

      Two days of casinos, thrill rides, sightseeing, too much food, hanging out with his family, suffering through a Cirque du Soleil performance because the women wanted to see one—but, ultimately, yep, having fun. And finding out maybe he didn’t hate Aaron as much as he’d thought.

      “Whether I like him or not isn’t the point.” Joe stared at the cars far below on the Strip, the horns and traffic a distant rumble. “The point is I don’t think Kerry should be rushing in to marry him.”

      Even as the words fell from his mouth, his gut gave a sharp twist and called him a right bloody hypocrite. Because among all the touristy fun, there was the lads’ trip to hire suits, and the dozens of for-hire wedding gowns in the shop’s adjoining space. The sight of the gowns had started a low-grade fever in Joe’s gut when his mind wandered inevitably to Mac, her long hair swept up in curls, her knowing smile as she walked down the aisle toward him, a long white dress swirling around her legs…

      He’d snapped out of the daydream there at the suit hire place, but it was too late. He’d been infected.

      With wedding fever.

      “Have you talked to Kerry yet?”

      “No.” Talking was overrated; he needed to do something. Like kidnap his sister and drive her all the way to Alaska.

      MacKenna crossed to him at the window and wrapped her arms around his waist, rising up on tiptoe to kiss his jaw. Her skin smelled of the little milled soap in the bathroom combined with the familiar mint-and-flowery scent of her shampoo since she’d brought her own, declaring the tiny bottles the hotel provided as “no better than dishwashing liquid.” She smelled like his. He tucked her closer to his side, dipping his head to kiss—

      A hand covered his mouth before his lips touched Mac’s.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said. “But there’ll be no more making out with me, and you can forget about testing out the Lincoln’s back seat—until you go and talk to your sister.”

      Her voice was all tease, but her eyes were dead serious. The hand clapped over his mouth shifted to stroke over his cheekbones and to weave through his hair.

      “Please, Joe.”

      Cajoling now, and he felt his reluctance melt.

      “She needs you.” Mac’s lips pressed together. “And she won’t be talked out of it because she truly does love him. But she needs you and your family on her side to give this marriage the best chance of survival. She and Aaron will have enough challenges and heartbreak to overcome in the years ahead as a couple; don’t let a rift driven between you and Kerry be one of those heartbreaks. Please, Joe,” she said again. “Go talk to your sister.”

      Joe stared down at her. He’d never thought of it that way—that his continual refusal to accept Kerry’s choices could permanently cause damage, not only to her and Aaron’s relationship, but also to his relationship with his sister. Mac was right; it was too late to change Kerry’s mind—it’d always been too late. And now the decision was made, he didn’t have it in him to do anything to endanger the commitment they’d make to each other.

      “I’ll go. She won’t be happy to see me, though,” he said.

      MacKenna squeezed his arm and stepped aside. “Yeah, she’s still a little steamed. Just use some of that charming bedside manner; it got you back in my good graces last night.”

      A smile cracked his face as he headed for the door. “Don’t be surprised if I’m back here in ten minutes with a bridal shoe jammed in my ear.”

      He opened the door.

      “Joe?”

      He turned to look at Mac clutching the towel at her breasts, her damp hair spilling in tangles, her pretty face scrubbed clean of make up and looking so feckin’ beautiful that the moment would be forever stamped in his memory.

      “Insider tip—if you need any more proof of Aaron’s feelings toward Kerry, ask her about her engagement ring.”

      He nodded and stepped into the hallway, letting the door close slowly behind him. He made his way to the elevator bank, his heart thumping wildly. She genuinely cared about Kerry, that much was obvious. She cared about his sister’s happiness, and Joe’s own. Knew he’d be gutted if a wall came down between him and Kerry, between him and his family. She got how important they were to him—something Sofia never understood.

      He shook it off as he descended the two floors to where his parents’ suite was. Kerry was still old-fashioned enough to spend her last night as a single woman away from her fiancé, so he wouldn’t see her on their wedding day. Joe knocked on their door, and his mam answered, dressed in an I heart Vegas tee shirt, green goop covering her face.

      “Thought you were room service,” she said in lieu of greeting. “Bringing me a decent pot of tea.” She waved a dismissing hand and stepped aside so Joe could enter. “You’d think in a country of this size you could find a decent brew when you wanted one, but no. You can go shopping at three in the mornin’ and have two dozen choices of ice cream, but a cuppa tea? Near bloody impossible.”

      “You all right, Mam? You’re looking a bit green on it,” he said.

      His mam cuffed the back of his head as if he were still a cheeky teenager. “Eejit. You’ll be wanting to talk to Kerry, I imagine?”

      “Yeah.”

      She folded her arms, and even under the slimy green goop managed to look like a force to be reckoned with.

      “Going to grovel or cause a ruckus?”

      He smiled. “Definitely grovel. I’m not that big of an eejit.”

      She looked down the length of her green nose. “You are if you can’t pull your head from your arse and tell MacKenna how you feel before she gets away.”

      He swallowed hard. “Weren’t we talking about Kerry?”

      “Kerry agrees.” A muffled voice came from behind the closed door of the suite’s second bedroom. “You’re a fool if you don’t tell her you’re in love with her.”

      The bottom of his stomach fell out, and if he’d been a cartoon character, his jawbone would’ve hit the floor. He crossed to one of the suite’s armchairs and sat. Heavily. Because suddenly his legs weren’t working so well.

      In love. With Mac?

      The second bedroom door opened, and his sister, in a Vegas tee shirt that matched their mam’s, wandered out and headed for the minibar.

      “What’s the matter with him, then?” Kerry said and pulled out a water bottle from the fridge. “Cat got his tongue?”

      “Give your brother a moment. He’s processing.”

      In love. With Mac.

      “Processing?” Kerry made a choked, snorty sound in the back of her throat. “He looks as if he’s been hit by a two-by-four.”

      “It’s a Whelan thing.” His mam crossed to the fridge and picked out a second water bottle. “We all get that stunned mullet expression when it dawns on us that we’ve found the one.”

      In love. With MacKenna. Who was the one?

      “Oh, it’s just dawning on him? He always was a little slow to catch on. I could’ve told him weeks ago he’d fallen arse over teakettle for Mac.”

      “Whelan women are not so afraid of their feelings. Now the menfolk”—his mam chuckled—“have a harder time of it, until one moment the truth hits them, then boom. They’re lean, mean, marrying machines.” She cracked the lid on the water bottle and placed it on the coffee table in front of Joe.

      He was in love. With MacKenna. Who was the one. Period.

      It was completely, utterly doolally. But it was still true.

      Kerry sipped her water thoughtfully. “You think he’s ready for that?”

      Joe picked up the water bottle and gulped down a couple of cool swallows. “I can hear you, you know. And he didn’t come here to discuss his relationship with his girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriend-soon-to-be-fiancée?” Kerry stage-whispered to their mam from the corner of her mouth.

      “Shut up,” he said.

      Kerry snickered and flipped him the bird. And just like that, the knot in his chest dissolved. Kerry would be okay. Whatever happened today or in the future, she’d be okay. Because she had three brothers who’d always have her back, and parents who loved them all even though the lot of them must be a giant pain in the arse at times.

      He cleared his throat. “Mam, could I talk to Kerry alone?”

      “Prefer to do your groveling in private, hmm?” She gave them a knowing maternal smile. “I’ll go wash this stuff off my face. Don’t you dare make your sister cry unless you’re prepared to fix a puffy-eyed bride afterward.”

      “Noted.”

      She disappeared into the master bedroom and shut the door.

      Kerry sank into the armchair opposite his and tucked her feet up, resting her chin on her kneecaps. With no makeup on and her hair caught into a ponytail, she looked like the teenager he remembered on trips home from third year med school when she’d perch on the end of his bed and make him tell her if he puked during his cadaver dissection classes.

      “You’ve come to give me your blessing?” she asked.

      “Do you need it?” Joe leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees.

      “No.” The corner of her mouth kicked up. “No, I don’t need it. But I’d like it just the same.”

      “Then you have it. I judged Aaron too quickly, and I disrespected everything I know to be true about you.”

      Kerry gave him a long, examining look. “Did Mac tell you about our trip to the spa?”

      “She told me she’d never again get a massage from a guy called Cody—does that count?” He shook his head. “She also told me to ask you about that ring on your finger, but slow as I may be, I figured it out on the way down here. A petrolhead like Aaron doesn’t sell his Camaro unless he’s really a hundred percent committed.”

      “Commitable,” Kerry muttered, as her gaze locked on her engagement ring. “I still can’t believe he did that.”

      “I believe it now,” Joe said quietly. “I believe he loves you. I believed he loved you even before you confirmed my suspicions about the ring, because no man in his right mind would voluntarily place himself in the lion’s den of the Whelan clan in the middle of a desert if he didn’t.”

      “That goes for Mac, too,” Kerry said. “She was always supportive of me even when you were being an ass. She came all the way over here to support us both and kept her composure even when I dropped her in it.”

      “About that.” Joe scratched his jaw. “I should probably come clean and admit I dragged Mac into this drama to try to talk you out of marrying Aaron.”

      Kerry threw back her head and laughed. “Well, duh!” she said when her giggles finally subsided. “Anyone with half a brain could spot that. I’m glad you somehow talked her into it, you know why?”

      “Apparently I only have half a brain, so tell me why,” he said.

      “Because it gave you the excuse you two needed to find each other and fall in love.” Kerry grinned and made a drop-the-mic motion. “Boom. Now who’s the best matchmaker ever? You’re welcome.”

      She uncurled from the armchair and stood. “And now I need to continue making myself gorgeous.”

      “You are gorgeous, and Aaron’s a lucky man.” Joe rose and edged around the coffee table to give his sister a hug.

      Kerry squeezed him tight and then released him with a pat on the cheek. “Make your own luck, Joe. Take a risk; roll the dice—the payoff’s worth the gamble. This is Vegas, after all.”
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      A wedding at The Venetian was nothing like what Mac had imagined. There were no Elvis impersonators, cheesy organ music, or checkout lines of couples waiting to tie the knot outside the door. Instead, the wedding chapel was intimate and, yes, even elegant. On one side of the aisle sat Joe’s family, and on the other, Aaron’s parents and two of his brothers who had flown in yesterday for the ceremony.

      Mac sat next to a twitchy Joe and laid a hand on his leg.

      “She’s late,” he whispered.

      “She’s meant to be late,” Mac whispered back then directed an everything’s going to plan smile at Aaron, who stood by himself at the front of the chapel.

      He gave her a thumbs-up, but if the man looked any more relaxed, he’d be asleep on his feet. Unlike Aaron’s future brother-in-law.

      “She and dad might’ve got lost walking through the casino,” he muttered. “It happens.”

      “I know,” she said. “It took you almost an hour and a half to find your way back to our room earlier. You should come equipped with a GPS; I nearly sent out a search party.”

      “Getting lost doesn’t make me any less manly.”

      “Did you stop to ask for directions?”

      Joe shot her a grin that made her knees wobble. Luckily she was sitting down.

      “Don’t be daft, woman.”

      He laced his fingers with hers and squeezed her hand as the first haunting notes of Adele’s “Make You Feel My Love” piped through the chapel’s sound system. Their little group stood, turning toward the double doors and the two assistants standing by. The doors opened, and Kerry walked through on her father’s arm. As she usually did, Mac allowed herself a count of two to admire the bride in all her finery then transferred her gaze to the groom’s face.

      The groom—big, burly, tough-guy Aaron—had tears leaking from his eyes. So many big guys did when they caught the first glimpse of the woman they loved. It made all the hard work worthwhile.

      Kerry glided down the aisle, her dress flowing around her legs in silken waves. The dress suited her perfectly, but it was Kerry’s smile that lit her up from the inside out. She hadn’t once taken her eyes off Aaron, and the two of them could’ve been the only ones in the room they were that enraptured with each other.

      Mac glanced at Joe, about to nudge him with a combination look of “awww, so beautiful” and a “told you so” smirk, when the look on his face froze her elbow mid-nudge. Joe wasn’t looking at his sister, and he wasn’t looking at Aaron, he was looking at her. With a heat and intensity that caused her breath to hitch. He was looking at her the same way the groom was looking at his bride. Her heart fluttered on a thousand wings and beat with hopeful recognition.

      The music faded away, and they sat, Joe’s arm draped around her shoulders. She was aware more of his warmth and the brush of his fingers on her bare arm than the ceremony taking place in front of her. It was lovely—sweet and emotional and lovely—but Mac’s heart continued to pound as if she were running a desert marathon the whole time.

      The rest of the afternoon flew by with glasses of bubbles, a meal at an award-winning, Italian steakhouse, and to much teasing and laughter, Kerry and her new husband retired early to their suite as they and Joe’s parents were flying back to New Zealand the next morning. After hugging the newlyweds good night, Joe and Mac wandered out hand in hand onto the Strip.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      They strolled past summer crowds moving in and out of the casinos’ huge entrances, clogging up the sidewalks and generally partying on.

      “You’ll see.”

      Fifteen minutes later, and what felt like many, many miles trekked in high heels through a flashing-light maze of casino floors, Joe came to a halt in the middle of a bank of slot machines. His mouth twisted into a grimace as he stood gazing around, his brow set in stubborn lines.

      “Admit it,” she said. “We’re lost.”

      “We’re not lost; we’ve misplaced our destination.”

      “Which is?” Hopefully not far since Mac was pretty sure she was developing a blister.

      “A surprise,” he said mulishly. “And don’t roll your eyes; it shouldn’t be so hard to find.”

      Mac pressed her mouth shut to smother a grin as lights flashed and machines tinkled and beeped around them.

      “You think you can do better?” he grumbled. “Fine. I was planning a romantic ride on that feckin’ giant Ferris wheel that’s visible from almost every direction in Vegas, except when you try to take a shortcut through a bloody casino to get to it.”

      “Wait here.” Mac patted his cheek and spun around, weaving back through the slot machines until she saw a staff member. Less than a minute later, she was on her way back to Joe with directions to the fecking giant Ferris wheel.

      “You’re such a stereotype,” she said, leading him through the slot machines.

      He allowed himself to be towed along in her wake. “I did try, you know, to get directions before we left dinner. There were communication issues. Evidently, I have quite an accent, and the server had no clue what a Ferris wheel was. So I thought, how hard can it be to find something so big?”

      “A question many women have asked.”

      Joe stopped dead and threw back his head, laughing from deep down in his gut. The sight, the sound, the fuzzy warmth that swept through her at seeing him so relaxed, so happy—even though things hadn’t gone to plan—filled her with pure joy and caused her to join him. So she stood there, in the middle of God-knew-where in God-knew-what casino and laughed until tears popped into her eyes and her stomach ached.

      “C’mon, big boy,” she managed to gasp. “We’re almost there.”

      They strolled through another set of sliding glass doors, and the cool air-conditioning gave way to warm night air once again. The huge, High Roller wheel in front of them stood with only a lane of shops and restaurants between them. Shortly after getting their tickets, they stepped into one of the large glass-sided booths with two other couples.

      The booth rose smoothly, slowly upward. The two other couples found a spot away from them to admire the expanding view of Vegas’s lights. The higher they rose, the more dazzling the lights grew as the whole city spread beneath them. Foot by foot, the booth lifted them above the spectacular display of the Bellagio’s fountains, the golden lights of the fake Eiffel Tower, the huge buildings that formed the Strip’s many casinos. In the distance, the beam of light from the apex of the Luxor’s pyramid speared through the inky night sky.

      They sat together on one of the bench seats built at either end of the oval-shaped booth and facing the curved glass windows. Joe’s arm slipped around her waist, keeping her close against him.

      “If you’re scared of heights,” he said, “feel free to hang on to me for the rest of the ride.”

      “I’ll pretend I’m scared, shall I?” Mac leaned her head against his shoulder, breathing in his unique, new-leather-and-male smell and trying desperately to stamp every detail of this moment into her long-term memory.

      “Grand idea.”

      A bittersweet pull tugged her heart as they neared the wheel’s apex. They had three more nights together in the city, including this one, before they drove back to LA and their flight home. But without Joe at her side, she’d never again see the gaudy beauty of Vegas’s lights. She wouldn’t want to, couldn’t bear it. That was the bitter. The sweet? She lifted her gaze from the endless sea of neon and refocused on the strong line of Joe’s jaw. The sweet was that Vegas could be their city, the one they went back to in ten or fifteen years’ time, maybe with their eye-rolling teenagers who thought it hashtag cool-not-cool to see where their olds fell in love.

      “Joe?”

      He glanced across at her, and something in her face must’ve alerted him that she wanted—no, needed—him to kiss her. Right here, right now, until the sounds of the other couples’ conversations and the running commentary of facts and figures from the built-in sound system faded away, and it was just their space.

      Joe lowered his head and took her mouth, took her very breath as his lips slanted warmly against hers. She melted into him, her eyes drifting shut as the invisible connection between them bound them together. His fingers caressed her cheek, traced the line of her jaw, then cupped the back of her neck. The spark grew to a flame as his tongue flicked into her mouth, stroking, stoking the fire hotter, promising wicked temptations to come.

      He gave a soft tug on her lower lip as he pulled away, his hooded gaze on hers. “Still scared, Mac?” He squeezed her hip then spider-walked his fingers up to her waist, making her shiver.

      “A little.” Her fingers remained dug into his biceps, and she had to make a concentrated effort to remove them, praying she wouldn’t dissolve into a sizzling puddle at Joe’s feet. “But since you paid a lot of money for us to enjoy the view, maybe we should look at it.”

      Once the wheel had completed the circuit, they stepped off with the two other couples who moved ahead of them toward the stairs.

      “Honeymooners,” Mac overheard the elderly woman who’d ridden with them say to her husband in a stage whisper. “Can’t keep their hands off each other. I remember being like that on our honeymoon.”

      “Not me,” her husband replied deadpan. “I was drunk the whole time.”

      “George! You were not!”

      The woman giggled like a teenager and her husband’s face lit up.

      He turned and winked at Mac and Joe. “Enjoy the rest of your night, folks.”

      Then with great care he took his wife’s elbow and helped her down the stairs.

      Would that be her and Joe in forty years’ time? The heart fluttering returned with a vengeance because part of her really, really hoped so.

      They let the two other couples get a head start before they descended the stairs and made their way back along the open mall. Joe stopped to buy them an ice cream, and after demolishing his in record time, eyeballed hers. She made sure to torture him with long, slow swipes of her tongue over the creamy goodness before she caved and gave it to him while they continued to stroll back the way they’d come.

      “You’re limping,” he said once they’d successfully navigated through the casino to reach the Strip again.

      He crouched at her feet, the sidewalk crowd flowing around them as he examined her left heel.

      “Diagnosis, Doctor?” she asked.

      “The beginning of a blister,” he said and stood. “An unacceptable injury for tomorrow’s plans.”

      A whole day out with him that didn’t involve casinos or credit cards was the only clue she’d wheedled out of Joe about their second-to-last full day in the US. To say she was curious as hell and excited was an understatement. But before she could open her mouth to bug him again about the next day’s itinerary, Joe scooped her up into his arms.

      “Put me down!” she squeaked.

      “Not a chance.”

      Joe ignored the punch on his shoulder and continued walking toward The Venetian. Traffic rumbled and honked past, signs glowed, music blared, a hundred different smells filled the air. Mac relaxed against him, her fingers smoothing over the spot she’d just hit.

      “What will people think?”

      He grinned down at her. “That we’re honeymooners. And you’re drunk.”

      She mock glared at him, and he laughed, dipping his head to kiss her forehead. “What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas. Isn’t that what they say?”

      “I really, really don’t like you,” she said and punched his shoulder again. But lightly.

      “I know,” he said, and continued to carry her through the desert night.
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* * *

      Early the next morning, after they’d said their goodbyes to the newlyweds and the rest of the Whelans and Paratas, Joe rifled through Mac’s suitcases. Yep, he had a death wish, but he didn’t want her dressing for the day in heels and a cocktail dress.

      “These.” He pulled out a pair of red shorts and a blue-striped cotton shirt, which looked as if it’d provide some sun protection. “And these’ll have to do.” Her gym shoes—though, heh, Mac had only worked out twice since they’d arrived as they’d been breaking a sweat between the sheets at every opportunity.

      Mac lifted an eyebrow. “You think I’m going anywhere with you in that shirt with those shorts?”

      She dug through the mountain of clothes jumbled up inside the bag and came up with a short denim skirt, waving it under his nose. “This goes with the shirt. It’s cute.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t blame me if a snake bites your cute arse.”

      “There are arse-biting snakes where we’re going?”

      She hugged the skirt to her breasts but didn’t let go of it. After a few seconds she rolled her eyes.

      “Eh,” she said. “I’ll risk the pervy snakes.”

      She stripped down to a dick-hardening pair of tiny black panties and a matching black bra. Pervy snakes were the least of his worries. He turned away before he caused their departure time to shift back an hour and dug out his own suitable clothes.

      Thirty minutes later they were in the Lincoln with a greasy but amazing takeout breakfast and coffee, heading out of the city. The sun had risen an hour earlier, the sky a hazy blue arc above their heads with only a scattering of small, streaky clouds. He didn’t need to be a meteorologist to predict a scorcher of a day ahead. Mac stretched out in the passenger seat, licking butter from her bagel off her fingers while the warm slipstream flicked her ponytail around her face. She turned her head, meeting his gaze and making a provocative motion with her tongue over her fingertip.

      “Later,’” he said. “When we make use of that big back seat.”

      “To sleep in when you get us lost?”

      He laughed. “Darlin,’ I know exactly where we’re going, and there’ll be no sleep involved.”

      They cruised along the I-40, bantering, laughing, talking about everything under the sun, except perhaps the most important thing there was to talk about—them, and their future. But that topic of conversation wasn’t one you had with a gorgeous woman, driving through an eerily empty but beautiful desert landscape.

      If Mac guessed where they were headed by the time the Lincoln crossed into Arizona, she kept it to herself. She whooped like a schoolgirl when he took a short detour off the interstate to cruise along part of the old Route 66 highway, insisting on a short souvenir excursion in the dusty but quaint town of Seligman. Two hours after they hit the road again, they reached their final destination: Grand Canyon National Park.

      The expression on Mac’s face when they approached the first lookout point—squeezing in among the other tourists to get to the guardrail—was priceless. She stared out at the stunning vista, her gaze skipping over the rugged terrain, like him, he imagined, trying to comprehend the sheer vastness of the landscape. Tears welled up in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. She turned her head into his chest, slipping her arms around his waist, and holding on tight.

      “Thank you, Joe,” she said simply.

      Then she scrubbed the tears off her face and tilted her head. “If I’m not too gross and red-eyed, I’d like you to kiss me now. Just to make this amazing memory even better.”

      He happily obliged, kissing her until the wolf whistles and applause from the other tourists had them laughing and pulling apart.

      They spent the rest of the day wandering along the rim trails hand in hand. They took numerous photos, watched in delight at the antics of the cheeky crows that reminded Joe of the kakas back on Stewart Island, and hopped on and off the shuttle bus to catch the changing mood of the canyon from different vantage points.

      “I thought we’d find a spot to sit and watch the sun set,” he said as the day wore on. “Grand Canyon sunsets are rumored to be stunning.”

      And romantic—they had that going for them, too. Joe figured he needed all the help he could get. His heart thudded just that little bit faster as he led Mac onto an outcropping near the rim that was away from the other tourists but far enough from the sheer drop into the canyon not to be reckless.

      His gaze swept across the rocky, pebble-strewn ground and latched onto a thin, brownish-gray length twisted around a medium-sized rock. “Watch out for the snake!” was out of his mouth before his brain had registered only a stick, gobshite.

      Mac squeaked and launched herself at him. Her arms noosed around his neck, her legs banded around his hips, and his hands were forced to grab two handfuls of her sweet arse to keep them from both tumbling over.

      “Where? Where?” she bellowed into his ear.

      He shuffled in a turn to show her the spot where a dried-up old stick lay innocently on the ground. “My bad. It was a stick.”

      “You can’t tell the difference between a snake and a stick?”

      “Does it matter?” he countered with a grin. “Considering, if it were a snake, I’d be the one bitten since you’re safely off the ground.”

      She released her grip on his neck long enough to smack him on the shoulder. “Maybe you were just looking for a convenient excuse to grab my ass.”

      “I don’t need an excuse. Your arse is mine.”

      “You think you own my ass or any other body part? Think again.”

      She huffed and squirmed in his arms, but he merely adjusted his grip, positioning her right against the body part of his that emphatically disagreed.

      Chest hitching, she dug her nails into his flesh.

      “I don’t own any part of you, MacKenna, nor would I ever claim to,” he said. “But nevertheless, you’re mine.”

      Her eyes narrowed into slits under her baseball cap, which was sitting cutely askew on her head. “I really, really don’t like you, Joe Whelan.”

      He narrowed his eyes right back at her. “Bullshit. You’re as head over heels in love with me as I am with you. And tomorrow you’ll marry me at one of those wedding chapels you found so bleedin’ hilarious.”

      For once in her life, it appeared Mac didn’t have a sassy comeback. She unhooked her legs from around him and wriggled until he let her go. They stood toe-to-toe, the only sounds the sough of the breeze picking up leaves and tossing them into the canyon’s depths.

      He hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that. He’d silently rehearsed at least a dozen different heartfelt variances of, “I love you. Will you marry me?” on the drive up there. Somehow, the heartfelt had been swallowed up by the gut-deep, frustrated passion she always seemed to invoke. But he meant it. Every damn word, and every one of the other, more flowery variations of the same thing: He loved her, she loved him, and he wanted to make a commitment to her there and then. There was no other crazy-magnificent-beautiful-intelligent-infuriating-wonderful woman he would even consider spending the rest of his life with.

      She was, without a doubt, the one.

      “Are you”—Mac’s hands fisted at her sides, and the tip of her tongue swiped along her lower lip—“are you proposing or planning to abduct me?”

      His sassy woman was back. But he knew her well enough to understand the humor was a deflection to buy time. He could almost see the wheels spinning inside her brain. But he got it, he did. The wheels in his brain had been spinning pretty constantly once he’d allowed himself to admit the truth.

      “Proposing. Badly, as you can see.” He held up a finger in a silent order to wait then dug into his pocket, where he’d used the hotel’s complimentary sewing kit to attach the cord of a small velvet bag to his shorts, so he wouldn’t—heaven forbid—lose it on one of the canyon trails.

      Her eyes flew open wide. “What are you doing?”

      His sweat-slicked fingers fumbled with the gathered edge of the bag, and he couldn’t for the life of him pry it open to reach the ring inside. Smooth, Joe. Real smooth like. The knot finally gave, and he was in, fingertips closing on smooth gold with a plain but beautiful solitaire diamond. He drew it out of his pocket, the diamond winking once in the dying rays of rosy sunlight. The gold was slightly faded from the years, and he’d had no time to resize it after asking his mam to slip it off her finger before he’d left her and Kerry the day before, so it’d be too big. But it was right for his Mac—perfect.

      “What I’m doing,” he said, getting down on one knee, and to hell with the snake threat, “is telling you I love you and asking if tomorrow you’ll be my wife.”

      “It sounded more like a demand to me.”

      “Yes. Yes, it did,” he said. “That’s because I’m bloody determined to win you over with my good looks and wit.”

      “I’m not the first woman you’ve asked this question to.” She cast a glance down at the stick-snake, as if a real snake would be less of a threat than his marriage proposal.

      Of which he was sucking at so, so badly. He could see doubt written in every tense line of her body. Doubt of his feelings for her, perhaps doubt of her feelings for him. He hesitated, the grit and tiny, rough rocks under his kneecap digging into his skin.

      “No. But you’ll be the last because you’re the only woman I can picture at my side through better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in health.” He rolled a shoulder. “I’ve never had the clarity with anyone else—with Sofia,” he added. “The vision, or whatever you’d call it, I’d had in my head of our future together was always hazy and always of inconsequential good times—her throwing dinner parties for our friends, or her holding our perfect baby who never cried nor dared to puke on his mother’s shoulder.”

      Joe stood then and laced their fingers. “But when I see our future, Mac, I see you with my nanny’s ring and your wedding band in a dish on a windowsill to keep safe while I make love to you in the middle of washing dishes. I see muddy walks on Rakiura, backyard barbecues with our friends, with our snot-faced kids playing with their snot-faced kids, fights where we have amazing makeup sex, and dancing to Springsteen and Madonna and Bananarama if that’s your choice. It’s crystal clear and so feckin’ real. Can you see it, too?”

      Mac leaned into him, resting her forehead on his chest. “I can see it, and I want it.”

      Her free hand landed on his hip, fingers hooking into the waistband of his shorts. She dragged him closer. “That’s your nanny’s engagement ring? The one your mother was wearing the other night?”

      “Yeah. Mam’s folks were married fifty-one years.” He gently twisted Mac’s ponytail around his fist and tilted her head back. “I never considered asking her for the ring up until now, and she never offered it to me for any woman before you. But it’s right that you should have it—if you’ll have me.” His gut plummeted as Mac’s huge green eyes shimmered with unshed tears.

      “I’ll have you,” she whispered, brushing a soft kiss on his mouth. “And you’re right, I am in love with you…”

      “But you need to think,” he finished for her. “Because this is all happening so fast and you must think me completely insane, not to mention a bloody great hypocrite.”

      “I’ll need a little time to think things through and question both our sanity.” A smile played over her lips. “But I really, really love you, Joe Whelan.”

      His heart sung the “Hallelujah Chorus” and he turned them toward the setting sun and the shadows deepening in the vast canyon. “That’s a good enough start for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      Five Years Earlier…

      

      “Being your maid of honor is doing nothing for my reputation as a straight man,” Reid said from Mac’s left side.

      Grumbled, really. Mac appreciated her friend’s attempt to distract her. But the bats that had been roosting in the hollow cavern of her belly quietly for the last forty-eight hours had awoken. Richard was waiting in a century-old church that his parents had insisted on—because while Richard didn’t believe in God or compromise, he did believe in his financial inheritance—a fifteen-minute drive away from Mac’s dad’s house, where she’d stayed the night. And they were already halfway there, she and Reid squished together in the back seat since Holly won rock-paper-scissors and rode shotgun with the driver.

      “Your horoscope for today looked good, sweets.” Holly, wearing a peach-colored dress, turned around. “It said ‘trust that the path you take today is the one to lead you to future happiness.’”

      “You’re making that up,” Mac said.

      Reid folded his arms across his black suit—with coordinated peach tie since he was her “maid of honor” or at least her male assistant. Richard had insisted his side of the wedding party was full, and as Reid was her friend…

      Richard had insisted on a lot of things concerning their wedding. He and his parents had pretty much taken over the whole planning, but that was okay, right? It meant Mac could just relax and enjoy spending time with the man she loved. When he was home. When he was in a good mood.

      Ohshitohshitohshit!

      “Turn on the radio,” Mac said.

      Holly twisted the dial, and Cher’s gorgeous, rich voice blasted through the sound system, singing about love being in his kiss.

      “Oooh. I love this one,” Holly said, shoop-shoop-shooping along.

      Ohshitohshitohshit!

      What if it wasn’t in his kiss? What if…

      Mac grabbed Reid’s hand that rested on the seat between them and squeezed like a woman giving birth. He glanced over at her, his neutral expression immediately crumpling into concern.

      She leaned closer and spoke so only he could hear. “If I ask you to do something, promise you won’t question me, and promise you’ll never, ever speak of it again.”

      “Anything,” he said.

      Mac’s heart gave a little squeeze because Reid meant it. He’d do anything for her, as she’d do anything for him. And oh God, she already knew the answer, but she had to do it now or forever hold her peace.

      “Kiss me,” she said. “And I don’t mean a friendly peck on the cheek.”

      His eyes bulged comically. “You want me to kiss you?”

      Mac was losing her nerve, so she squeezed his hand harder. “Yes. Just shut your eyes, and kiss me like I’m one of your French girls.”

      Reid rolled a shoulder, shuffled closer on the seat, cupped her jaw with a big hand, and lowered his mouth to hers. Mac shut her eyes because it was just too weird seeing Reid’s face in the kissing zone. They’d shared one drunk-on-her-part kiss before, back in their first year at design school, and decided quickly after it that their chemistry was average even if their compatibility as friends was off the charts.

      Mac released the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding as Reid’s warm lips touched hers. Firm, smooth, the tiniest bit hesitant, he kissed her lightly, then pulled back. Her eyes popped open.

      “Is that the best you’ve got?” she whispered.

      “You’re the best I’ve got,” he whispered back. “My best friend. And it’s fucking weird to be kissing you on your wedding day.”

      “Just do it, wuss,” she ordered.

      He swore, and this time when he kissed her, there was nothing hesitant at all. He took her mouth, her lips, her tongue, and swept her away for a moment with a deep, head-rushing kiss. This time when he pulled back, he raised an eyebrow.

      “Did that answer your question about whether I’m a good kisser?” he asked.

      Mac pressed a fingertip to her lips, which were still a little tingly. “I always knew you were a great kisser,” she said. “You’ve had many satisfied customers.”

      “What’s going on, Mac?”

      Mac shot a glance to where Holly was still grooving along in the front seat. “You kissed me, and I had a nice little buzz going. For a moment I wasn’t aware that we were sitting in a car on the way to my wedding.”

      “And that’s bad?” he asked. “There’s always been a little bit of attraction between us. Just not enough to replace a solid friendship.”

      “I know.” Mac sucked in a deep breath. “But when I’m kissing Richard, I never forget where we are or what we’re doing or that I need to take pork chops out of the freezer for tomorrow night’s dinner.”

      “Shit, MacKenna.” Reid raised her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “Pork chops?”

      He didn’t need to say more.

      “Yeah.”

      “He loves you, in his own way,” Reid said. “But I think I’d be more heartbroken if you walked away than he would.”

      “I’m not walking away from you, Bean, you dumbass,” Mac said.

      She didn’t wish to comment on the rest of his statement. In his own way wasn’t exactly a glowing commendation of a forever kind of love. But she was hardly one to talk, since apparently she was more “in love” with her best friend than she was her husband-to-be. And she wasn’t in love with Reid; that much she did know.

      They sat in silence the rest of the way to the church, Mac’s pulse racing like a greyhound, her fingers numb from squeezing Reid’s hand so hard. In fact, her whole body felt numb. Felt as if a tiny alien had set up residence in her brain and directed her limbs to move up, down, left, and right, as they pulled up in front of the church, and Reid helped her out. Mac hoisted up her OTT princess gown, and they walked into the church’s peach and white rose-decorated foyer. Mac didn’t particularly like roses, but whatever…

      Mac’s dad waited in front of the closed church doors and came rushing over, his beaming smile slipping when he got a good look at Mac’s face.

      “Sweetheart? Are you okay?” He then switched a wide-eyed glance at Reid. “Cold feet?” he stage-whispered to him.

      Reid shot Mac’s dad a male I don’t know what the hell is wrong with her look and held out both palms.

      Holly handed Mac her bridal bouquet.

      “It was that Cher song, wasn’t it?” she said. And before Mac could open her mouth, she added, “Dammit, you can’t trust a hippie rock star’s advice on whether Richard is the man for you. You should know.”

      “Wait a minute, what’s going on?” Mac’s dad wrapped an arm around Mac’s shoulders. “Is this more than just cold feet?”

      Mac leaned into her dad, nodding against his broad, safe shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” she said. “But I do know. I know I want more than pork chop kisses and agreeing to a peach wedding theme when it’s the most boring fucking color in the universe just because Richard thought it would be easier on the eye than the bronzy-orange I wanted, and oh Go—”She whooped in a huge breath, stepped away from her dad, and shoved her bouquet of peach and white flowers back at Holly. “I’m really, really making a huge mistake if I walk down that aisle and say ‘I do’ to a whole lifetime of pork chops and peach.”

      Holly stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Mac. “I don’t know what pork chops have to do with anything, but I agree. You can’t marry a man you’re not in love with, and you can’t marry a man who wants you to be peach when you’re all about the orange.”

      “I can’t.” Mac tightened her grip on Holly. “But if I go through those doors, I’m scared I will. Because I don’t want to hurt him or humiliate him in front of his friends and family.”

      “Marrying a guy so you won’t hurt him is not a reason to tie the knot,” Mac’s dad said from behind them. “Knowing in your gut that you’re making a huge mistake is. You do what you need to do, sweetheart.”

      “There’s a man out there for you, Mac, who’ll make you forget pork chops and everything else in your freezer,” Reid said. “He’ll love you even if you choose orange or chartreuse or bright fucking purple, so long as you’re happy.”

      “Damn straight.” Holly released her and stepped back. “And I, for one, will happily wear any damn color when you do. Peach sucks.”

      Mac gave her dad and friends a trembling smile then straightened her spine.

      “Right, then.” She marched over to a table containing some printed church notices and picked up a pen, scribbling a quick, apologetic note on the back of one to Richard and then handing it to Reid. “Here. Since you’re my maid of honor, you get the sucky job of handing this to Richard.”

      “You owe me.”

      “More than you know,” Mac said.

      Her dad dug into his suit pocket and dragged out a key ring. “Here,” he said and tossed them to Holly. “My truck’s out the back. As my daughter’s wingman, you get to drive the getaway car.”

      “C’mon, sweets.”

      Holly grabbed Mac’s hand, and they rushed out of the dull church foyer into the sunshine.
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      For all the star-studded sky arching above the Lincoln as they drove back toward Nevada, the vast landscape cloaked in darkness, the head-knowledge that this enormous continent stretched behind them to the east for thousands of miles, Mac struggled to draw enough oxygen from the surrounding air into her lungs.

      Joe loves me. Joe wants to marry me. Tomorrow.

      Every time her mind skittered back into that endless loop, her pulse raced, and the confines of the Lincoln grew claustrophobic. It didn’t help that Joe had raised the convertible’s roof before they left the Grand Canyon. Not even the chilly evening breeze could blow thoughts of Joe-love-marriage out of her brain as they sped through the night. Round and round her mind went, zipping through rosy bubbles of excitement, happiness, anticipation, then free falling into doubt, insecurity, and panic before repeating the whole damn thing.

      He touched her arm as they approached the turnoff toward the old stretch of Route 66 and the town of Seligman that they’d driven through earlier in the day.

      “How about we go back that way?” he said. “Maybe stop for a rest break at that abandoned gas station we found just outside of town?”

      “And test out that back seat?” she asked. “It looks very spacious.”

      And the perfect way to distract her brain from the churning Joe-love-marriage loop. He chuckled and hit the turn signal.

      Fifteen minutes later, the headlights cut across the ramshackle building surrounded by tall weeds. Joe followed the cracked and potholed driveway past what once was the gas station’s forecourt to the rear of the building and parked. He killed the engine and turned in his seat to look at her. Ready to—oh crap—talk.

      No, no, no! She didn’t want to talk; she wanted to feel. Feel his smooth skin and the way they fit together so perfectly. See the way he looked at her as he worshipped her body. Taste her name on his lips as he lost himself inside her. Hear the roughness in his voice as he told her without words how she’d won his heart.

      Mac unsnapped her seat belt and yanked open the heavy door. “Race you to the backseat.”

      Dry and crisp, the night air closed around her. Her nipples pebbled under her shirt as she scrambled from the car and let the door slam shut. The interior light revealed Joe’s crumpled brow and slight frown. She’d fix that—Mac whipped off her panties, dangling them from her finger with what she hoped was a come-hither smile. As opposed to a desperate, take me now because I’m freaking the hell out grimace.

      Joe, bless his male-to-the-core heart, got with the program and exited the car.

      “You got a head start,” he said. “That’s cheating.”

      “Got a problem with cheating?”

      “Nope.” He opened the Lincoln’s back door. “I’ll get in and keep quiet, shall I?”

      “Good man. You might also want to drag a condom out of your wallet before you sit on it.”

      She got a raised eyebrow and a smile that made her thighs quiver.

      “Anything else, Ms. Impatient?”

      “Take off your shirt, and pray this old junker’s suspension will hold.”

      Joe laughed while doing that sexy as hell guy-thing of hooking his tee shirt over his head from the rear, which she’d never in her life managed to do. Then he slid onto the Lincoln’s long back seat, the car giving a loud squeak in the silence as it was jostled with his moving weight. Her belly gave a little flutter at the thought of all the noise they’d be making in a few minutes’ time.

      She opened the door and got in beside him, pulse whirring faster than her sewing machine at full speed. God, he looked amazing, sitting there half turned toward her, muscles rippling under his skin and across his flat stomach, his hiking shorts sitting indecently low on his hips because he’d unbuttoned them in the few moments she’d spent taking off her top.

      “Shut the door,” he said. “And come here, MacKenna.”

      She shut the door and slithered across the seat, straddling his lap but keeping her bottom off his strong thighs.

      “I love the way you say my name.” Mac traced her fingertips up his stomach to encircle his nipple. Goose bumps popped out on his skin at her touch. “As if you’re thinking dirty thoughts about what you’d like to do to me moments before you do them.”

      His hands stroked up the back of her thighs and under her skirt, cupping her bared cheeks and giving them a little squeeze. “Can you guess what dirty thoughts I’m thinking right now?”

      Her core muscles clenched hotly as her imagination ran wild. “Tell me.”

      The interior lights clicked off, the cooling engine’s tick and the rasps of their ragged breathing the only sounds in the still night air.

      “I’d rather show you,” he said and kissed her.

      Somehow, between kisses, Joe managed to send her bra flying into the front seat. He raised her higher onto her knees, lips closing on the tip of her breast, tongue sucking and swirling around her nipple until she begged for mercy. Every kiss was a match to tinder, every touch a wildfire waiting to happen. From the inside out she burned, flushed and breathless as his fingers slid between her thighs and found her ready.

      Mac’s hands were shaking so badly she couldn’t help him roll on the condom. Couldn’t even see the damn thing to help since even with moon and starlight turning the desert landscape pewter, very little light made it inside the car. Still straddling his legs, she arched backward to give him room in the confined space, her arm hooked over the Lincoln’s front seat.

      Strong hands spanned her waist.

      “Come back to me, MacKenna,” he said. “Come back here now.”

      The timbre of his voice had changed from rough and desperate to a deeper, softer tone that made her shiver with the need she heard in it. She let go of the front seat, her hands drifting to rest on Joe’s shoulders, to the bunched muscle and smooth skin that moved under her fingertips. He stroked hands up her thighs, guiding her in the darkness until the thick length of him slid through her folds and nudged against her opening. She pressed down, taking just the head of him inside, her nerve endings singing at the sheer pleasure of the accommodating stretch to surround him. His hands tightened on her bottom, keeping her still so she couldn’t sink onto his hard length. His chest rose and fell in jagged breaths, pushing against her budded nipples.

      Joe lowered her down a little more, her internal muscles squeezing greedily around him, trying to urge him deeper. Finally, he relented, and she took all of him. Every. Single. Inch. With him snugged tight inside her, Mac leaned in, breasts smooshing against his chest as she framed Joe’s face in her hands. Her thumbs scraped over the soft bristles covering his chin, up to the smooth, warm lips that parted for her with a little pressure. Parted in a smile that made her heart inexplicably ache with the intensity and intimacy of the moment. So tuned into her, Joe released her bottom and traced slow circles up her spine. Gone from his touch was the sudden, desperate need for possession, because he already possessed her, body, mind, soul. And he always would.

      “Yes,” she said quietly.

      His hand stilled on her nape, fingers loosely holding her in place. His sharp swallow in the silence was audible.

      “As in, ‘oh God, yes-yes-yes’?”

      Mac pressed her mouth to his, ran the tip of her tongue into the seam of his lips, and sighed as he opened to her, allowing her to explore his mouth with deep, drugging kisses. His arms banded around her, locking their bodies together in the most intimate of embraces.

      He was hers. She was his. It was all so simple.

      She pulled back, breaking the kiss. “Yes, I’ll marry you tomorrow, Joe.”

      He seemed to swell inside her, and his hips bucked up, driving himself even deeper. She moaned and dug her nails into his shoulders, her back arching in the pure, sweet pleasure of their connection.

      “You will?” he rasped.

      Her head dropped forward so in the darkness their gazes locked.

      “I will.”

      He laughed, a belly laugh that shook them both, and he kissed her again until she was lost. Then he moved within her until neither of them was laughing, but clinging together as the sensations carried them away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Mac?”

      A tap came on the other side of the bathroom door. Mac lowered her mascara brush and cocked her head.

      “I’m leaving for the chapel now,” Joe said. “Just call the concierge, and give them ten minutes’ warning when you want the driver to arrive.”

      “Will do.”

      Joe had arranged everything while she’d still been in bed sipping her morning coffee. He’d found a wedding chapel that could fit them in and had gone out to get two plain wedding bands and her engagement ring resized. Then they’d both picked up a wedding license and driven to the suit hire place to rehire a suit for Joe, plus an off-the-rack gown for Mac. It wasn’t perfect, but as Joe pointed out, they were eloping.

      She hadn’t allowed him to see the dress—the not-seeing-the-bride tradition she wasn’t prepared to give up. Hence Joe getting changed in the bedroom while Mac got ready in the bathroom. Joe would leave for the wedding chapel thirty minutes early, and she’d meet him there.

      “Have you got the rings? The marriage license? Wallet, keys, phone?”

      An exasperated sigh came through the door. “Of course…dear. Or should I say, Mrs. Whelan in less than an hour’s time.”

      Less than an hour. Her stomach gave a topsy-turvy roll, and she pressed a firm hand to it. “Shut up, and let me finish getting beautiful since you kept me up until two this morning.”

      He laughed. “You know I’m bound by guy-law to remind you you’re already beautiful. Don’t be late.”

      “A bride is meant to be late on her wedding day,” she said, but he must have moved away already because he didn’t reply.

      A moment later, she heard the clunk of the hotel door closing.

      Mac finished applying the last coat of mascara—waterproof, of course, because she was no eejit—and left the bathroom. A harsh strip of sunlight split through the drapes, cutting a white path toward the closet where her gown hung. She followed it, bare toes curling on the warm carpet. After unzipping the garment bag, she paused to run her fingertip along the edge of the gently scooped neckline. The dress’s simple shape would skim over her curves in a flattering line. It wasn’t fussy or crafted with Mac’s once girlish dreams in mind, but she thought she could still make Joe’s breath catch when he saw her walk down the aisle.

      Her cell phone rang, and she let go of the dress, crossing to her nightstand. Her gaze zipped around the room, scanning the tops of the other nightstand and the hotel dresser, where Joe had emptied his pockets every night—just in case the man had forgotten something. She tapped the talk button before her mind had time to catch up with the fact that it wasn’t Joe’s name flashing on her phone but her mother’s.

      “Hello? MacKenna? Are you there?”

      Her mother’s voice blasted into her ear. Heat in the form of tiny stinging prickles crept over her scalp and seeped down to her cheeks. Keep it together, she ordered herself, and sank onto the bed.

      “Hi, Mum,” Mac said. “I’m here.”

      “Your here is in Las Vegas, so your Facebook photos tell me.” She sniffed twice, insult in every huff. “We’re Facebook friends, remember—actually, we’re family. I shouldn’t have to find out you’ve gone on vacation from social media.”

      Worst mistake ever, accepting her mother’s Facebook friendship when Cheryl had figured out social media was a great way to meet men a couple of years ago. Obviously Mac’s brain hadn’t been working efficiently when she’d uploaded a couple of Vegas pictures for Holly and the girls’ benefit.

      “It was a spur-of-the-moment thing, Mum. A friend’s wedding. She got married at The Venetian Casino two days ago.”

      Mac heard some computer clicking sounds down the line.

      “You went for a wedding?” Her mum’s tone changed from hurt to gooey. “I’m just looking through your photos again. Is she the pretty brunette you’re standing with at the M&M’s shop?”

      “That’s the one. Her name’s Kerry. She’s Joe’s sister.”

      “You went with Joe? Oh, how romantic! Are you planning something wonderfully outrageous like a Vegas wedding of your own? I’ve always wanted to do that. I nearly did with Hamish, remember?”

      Mac’s fingers tightened around the phone. No, she didn’t remember. Was Hamish after Louis the two timer or before Scott the dull? Her mum’s love life after her parents’ divorce was littered with not-quite-up-to-scratch men. None of the men compared to Mac’s father, so none of those relationships lasted more than six months. But to give her mum credit, she’d been discreet while Mac was a child. It was only when she grew older and then into independence that she realized her mother was a serial dater with a terrible track record of broken relationships.

      “Why didn’t you, Mum? Why didn’t you run away to Vegas and marry him?”

      Something in her tone must’ve struck a chord as her mum’s breath hitched.

      “Hamish was a good man, but I had to be honest with myself and him about wanting to put in the effort day after day to make it work.”

      Blood began to thud in Mac’s eardrums in time with her pounding heart. “Did you love him?”

      “I thought I did,” she said. “I thought it was love. And perhaps it was, but it was a soap bubble kind of love. Not the tough, dig-in-your-heels kind of love that can survive the real world.”

      Mac huffed out a sigh. “How do you know the difference?”

      “I’m the last person to advise you on that.” Her mother chuckled. “Anyway, I’ll let you get back to your holiday. When you get home, you can tell me all about it, and show me your photos—bring Joe with you, of course.”

      The man Mac was meant to be marrying in—she stole a glance at the digital clock on the nightstand—thirty minutes’ time.

      “Okay. Love you, Mum. Gotta run,” she said and disconnected.

      Thirty minutes. Holy. Shit.

      Mac got a stranglehold on her emotions—panic leading the stampede—the same way she did as a wedding planner when an unforeseen catastrophe screwed something up at the last minute. She put one foot in front of the other and concentrated on action, not reactions.

      She called the concierge and requested her ride. Then shrugged off the hotel robe and slipped on the dress. Checked her reflection to make sure she hadn’t mussed her hair, stepped into the new, pretty white heels she’d bought to go with the dress. Applied a final dash of crimson lipstick and blotted carefully. She tucked her phone, lipstick, tissues, and the room key card into a white clutch purse she’d purchased with the heels. Turning off the lights, she left the hotel room.

      Down she went to the crazy-busy lobby, past the golden fountain, and out into the mid afternoon heat. Admiring glances and knowing smiles were directed at her from tourists and guests, and she fixed her mouth into a smile. Because that’s what you did on your wedding day. A nod at the driver as he opened the door of the luxury car. She slid onto the plush leather seat, holding her purse in her lap, her smile still in place as the driver pulled away from the hotel. They waited for a break in the traffic so the limo could drive her to the chapel. Take her to Joe—kind, clever, generous, funny, sexy, perfect Joe.

      The man she’d only known for seven weeks.

      The limo’s turn signal ticked, ticked, ticked. Cars lined up behind them, waiting to merge with the steady lanes of traffic. A horn blasted continuously.

      The man who’d already nearly married the wrong woman once and who had been badly hurt.

      Soap bubble love or dig-in-your-heels love?

      The sun beat against the vehicle’s windows, making the interior suffocatingly hot. Even with the AC blasting.

      The man who’d never forgive her if she left him at the altar.

      But a man whose heart she’d break if their marriage failed. If she failed him. Oh God. She’d fail him. She’d fail him, hurt him, and cause another scar on his heart that this time he mightn’t recover from.

      Mac shoved open the car door and scrambled onto the sidewalk. The driver yelled, but she didn’t stop to argue or apologize. She hoisted up her dress, and as fast as her heels would allow, she ran back into the hotel.
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      Joe was all out of excuses.

      Trapped in an elevator. A flat tire. Anaphylactic shock if Mac had somehow inhaled a shrimp cocktail by accident.

      He’d waited until she was thirty minutes’ late before calling her, after reassuring the marriage celebrant that his bride-to-be was definitely on the way. But his call had gone straight to voice mail. As did his next calls, spaced five, ten, twelve minutes after that. He called the hotel’s front desk and was connected with their room—no answer. Then the car service, but the driver who’d been sent to collect Mac wasn’t answering his cell phone. Dispatch would get back in touch with Joe as soon as they could.

      Mac wasn’t coming.

      He sat in the Lincoln, parked at the rear of the chapel with the engine running, the AC blowing cold air on his already cold face.

      There was no trapped elevator, no flat tire, no shrimp cocktail. She just wasn’t coming. But he still had to see for himself.

      With ice stiffening his veins, Joe drove to The Venetian. Everything seemed brighter, louder, gaudier. The neon signs screamed, the sun blistered, and the body odor of the sweaty tourists crammed into the elevator with him more noxious than ever. The distance from the elevator to the room stretched out in an endless walk that went on and on.

      He swiped his key card, and the door clicked open. He stood in the doorway, the only sound the hum of the AC. There was no need to call Mac’s name; her two suitcases were gone. Joe walked straight to the closet and slid open the door. Inside hung the empty garment bag that his suit had come in, but not a second one. This time, at least, his runaway bride had returned her own wedding dress.

      He checked the dresser and the nightstands for a note, something to tell him what the hell was going on. There—on his pillow, a note written on the hotel’s branded paper.

      Joe,

      I’m so sorry I let you down, but I can’t marry you—not like this. If I had stayed, one look at you, and I would’ve let you convince me of forever all over again. But we would’ve been making a mistake. The timing isn’t right, and the last thing in the world I want is to make a mistake that will eventually hurt you more than I’ve already done. I’ve taken your nanny’s ring with me to keep it safe. It’s on a chain around my neck, close to my heart, like you are. Shit. I’m running out of paper. I love you, Joe, I’m SO sorry.

      Mac.

      Joe crossed to the window and looked down on Las Vegas Boulevard. So many emotions, so many urges fought for domination inside him that he was rendered helpless. He wanted to head to the airport and confront her. Demand further explanation. Kiss her until she changed her mind. Never kiss her again because she’d bloody run instead of talking to him. Take back his nanny’s ring. Tell her to keep the feckin’ ring because he’d never love another woman the way he loved her.

      But there’d be no chick-flick chase to the airport; no swelling orchestral accompaniment as he ran through the terminal to stop Mac boarding the plane.

      She was gone. Point made.

      Joe yanked off his jacket and removed his tie. Toed off his shoes and threw them across the room. Swore while stripping off his suit pants and shirt, and dumped them on the back of a chair. In socks and boxer shorts he stretched out on the bed and hit the remote, surfing until he found a football game. Pissed off heartbreak would have to do as company tonight.
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* * *

      Twenty hours of air travel and airports didn’t do much to improve Joe’s mood. He strode out of Invercargill airport into a bleak, heavily clouded afternoon, the damp chill working deep into his bones as he loaded his suitcase into a waiting taxi. He sank into the back seat, and the driver had to ask twice where he wanted to go.

      Bluff and the ferry terminal, that’s where he wanted to go. A one-hour buffeting of salt spray to clear his head before the inevitable return to his life. He told the taxi driver Mac’s address. While he wanted to slink back to Stewart Island, he needed to see Mac first.

      The lights were on in Mac's building, so he asked the driver to wait.

      Joe rang the bell. “Making a bloody bad habit of this,” he muttered under his breath.

      Whether he meant standing on Mac’s doorstep or making a fool of himself over this woman, he wasn’t entirely sure.

      The door opened—to Reid, who gave him a brief head-to-toe scan.

      “Wondered if you’d show.”

      “I’m here,” Joe said. “Is Mac?”

      Reid’s mouth twisted thoughtfully. “She is. But do you really wanna speak to her looking like that?”

      Yeah, no doubt about it. With only a few restless hours’ sleep under his belt before he’d driven back to LA and caught his flight, the medical school cadavers he’d dissected probably looked more appealing.

      “I’ve come straight from the airport. I don’t want to do this at all, but Mac gave me no choice.”

      Reid folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe, effectively blocking the entrance. “You could walk away.”

      Joe had the inappropriate urge to laugh. But with his level of frustrated exhaustion he probably wouldn’t be able to stop, so he bit the inside of his cheek until he regained control.

      “A smarter man would,” he said. “But I won’t. I can’t.”

      “Are you planning on starting a fight?”

      A confronting, rip-roaring, clear-the-air fight with the woman had been his first, knee-jerk reaction after directing the taxi to Mac’s house. But during the short trip, with the driver’s radio tuned to a classic rock station and Pat Benatar singing about love being a battlefield, he’d come to the tired realization that it didn’t have to be. He didn’t want to fight now, but he wasn’t ready to quit either.

      “I just need to see she’s okay.”

      Reid stepped aside, angling his head toward the stairs. “She’s not okay, and I’ll suffer the consequences later for allowing you in. But go on up.”

      As Joe climbed, his throat grew dry and tense as if someone had sutured his windpipe closed. Unlike a lot of his guy friends, a weeping woman didn’t cause him to head for the hills or roll belly up in submission. You couldn’t be in medicine and not cope with your fair share of feminine tears. Didn’t mean he liked them—especially when it was a woman he cared about—but they didn’t make him lose his shite. So Joe was prepared for tears, tissues, pajamas, and cheese. While many women reached for the ice cream when having a pity party, Mac said she hit the Camembert and blue vein.

      Go figure; that was his woman.

      What he wasn’t prepared for was Mac sitting on her sofa in a red merino sweater, skinny black jeans, and…red, break-neck-high stilettos. She was sexy as hell with her hair in perfect waves down her back—that was all he could see of her from his position at the top of the stairs. In her hands was what appeared to be a small drawstring bag made from gauzy, wine-colored fabric and a needle threaded with a darker shade of red.

      “Unless there’s a squadron of hot firefighters wanting to take me for a joyride at the door,” she said without turning around, “you’d better have told whoever it was I’m busy and sent them on their way.”

      Mac certainly appeared busy. The needle flew in and out of the fabric, embroidering the letter H, if he wasn’t mistaken. Near her on the coffee table was a pile of plain bags, a small cardboard box, and a platter with a tiny chunk of Camembert and cracker remains.

      “I’m not a hot firefighter, but Reid let me in anyway,” he said.

      Mac’s needle froze halfway into the fabric, and she twisted on the sofa to face him. While her hair was perfectly styled, and her makeup skillfully applied, not even the goop women spread under their eyes could disguise the shadows and puffy skin. Even so, she caused his breath to back up in his lungs.

      “Or did he disobey a direct order to keep me out?” he added.

      She blinked her long, darkened lashes, but her gaze laser-locked on a spot just to the left of his shoulder. “I didn’t expect you to come.”

      Her tone was devoid of all emotion, as if the sound of his voice had triggered her to switch off like a robot.

      “You didn’t think I’d be curious to find out more about why I was left in Las Vegas with a wedding ring in my pocket and no bride to put it on?”

      Joe kept his voice as mild as possible, but he could detect the note of incredulous disbelief slipping in. He shut it down, dammed in the hurt threatening to spill out in a tidal flood, and crossed to sit on the other sofa.

      “What’re you making?” he asked.

      She glanced down at the little bag as if she’d forgotten it was still in her hands. “Wedding favor bags. The ones Holly ordered looked cheap and nasty, she told me in her e-mail, so I’m making new ones. With her and Ford’s initials.” She ran a fingernail along the straight edge of the F or H she’d embroidered. “They deserve something special.”

      Was that how he’d screwed things up with Mac? No wedding bags and three-tier cake. No champagne toasts to the bridal party at a lavish reception. He’d thrown in all his chips and counted on winning before checking to see if anyone had a royal flush to beat his four aces.

      “You deserve something special,” he said. “I guess you wouldn’t want a hired dress and a cheap bouquet, and with strangers witnessing our marriage. I went overboard impulsive and dragged you along with me, and I didn’t give you the wedding you needed.”

      Her gaze shot to his, hot and full of emotion.

      “Fuck, Joe.” Her voice cracked. “Don’t apologize to me, just don’t…” She lurched to her feet, tossing the little bag in her hands on the coffee table. “Me leaving wasn’t about a Vegas wedding. It wasn’t about a dress or flowers or a fancy reception. I sometimes tell my brides, ‘if you’d think twice about getting married in blue jeans with zero makeup and bed-hair, then you’re in it for the wedding and not the marriage.’”

      “Why did you run, then?”

      Did he really want to know the answer to that question? Was it better to take the blow to his pride now than down the road when he’d have grown to love her even more?

      “I told Reid I wasn’t here to grill you about your decision. And I don’t mean to. I just want to know you’re okay. That we’re okay in spite of this little hiccup.”

      Her hand flew to press against her mouth, and she squeezed her eyes shut for an instant. “We’re okay? Joe, I left you at the altar—literally—and flew halfway around the world to avoid talking to you about it. This isn’t a hiccup.”

      “I’ll concede it’s more a speed bump than a hiccup, but we’ll work it out.”

      She sat down again, crossing one slender leg over the other. “Your life is on Stewart Island; mine is in Invers.”

      His heart, which had been punching his rib cage, slowed to a soft thud again. “Is that it, Mac? Is that why you freaked out, because of a ferry trip between us?”

      “Fine. But there’s a lot we don’t know about each other.”

      “Are you saying you don’t love me, that you were mistaken?”

      The tender, wounded look on her face slayed him.

      “No, Joe. I’m not saying that at all. God. I do love you”—she rocked back, wrapping her arms around herself—“but eloping with you, with none of our family and friends around us, it just didn’t feel…real. Solid. I was sinking in quicksand, and if I married you then and there, I’d drag you down with me. And look at how you reacted when Kerry announced she was eloping. You were convinced it wouldn’t last. How would we be any different?”

      “Because we’re us, and neither one of us are quitters. I was wrong about Kerry and Aaron. I admitted that.”

      “You were wrong about Sofia, too,” she said quietly. “If I hadn’t interfered, you wouldn’t have known how wrong until you were badly hurt. If I hadn’t called a halt to my marriage to Richard, I would’ve hurt him, too, eventually. We’ve both got a history of bad decisions, and I can’t—I won’t—be the one responsible for hurting you again.”

      He got it then. Like an invisible hand had slapped him upside the head. She loved him enough to never want to hurt him. But maybe she didn’t realize the fear hidden deep in herself. Fear that he’d eventually hurt her. That he’d walk away from their marriage without a fight like Mac’s father had from her mother.

      She dragged a gold chain out from under her sweater, his nanny’s ring dangling from it. She unclasped the chain and slid off the ring.

      “Here.” She stood and held it out. “I couldn’t leave this behind in Vegas and risk losing it. I know it means a lot to you.”

      “It’d mean more to me seeing it on your finger.” But Joe stood and let her drop the ring into his palm. It was warm from her body heat, and the diamonds glittered in the overhead lights. Did his grandda have this much difficulty convincing the woman he loved that he’d love her forever?

      “I can’t,” she said.

      “Then it’ll wait in my nightstand until you can.” He stepped forward and pressed a soft kiss to her quivering lips. “I love you, and I’m as patient and as stubborn as the day is long. It took me many, many years to become a doctor, and I’m willing to put in the same amount of effort, if not more, into becoming your husband.”

      She fisted a hand in his shirt, her eyes growing shiny. “But I—”

      “Go back to making your little bags,” he said. “Take whatever time you need.”

      Then Joe left her before he changed his mind and tried to convince her that their love was worth the gamble.
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      Two weeks passed in a blur of last-minute wedding planning, last-minute dress fittings, and last-minute nerves—most of them Mac’s, not Holly’s. Now the worst was over, or so Mac told herself as she sat in Oban’s community hall at the bridal table, sipping champagne.

      Holly and Ford were officially married on Ford’s marae an hour ago, with everything going to plan, aside from the impromptu haka led by the best man, Harley, and joined in by dozens of their male family members as a tribute to the newlyweds and a celebration of the groom’s Maori heritage. That kind of deviation, from a wedding planner’s perspective, was the kind of deviation that took a wedding day to a whole new amazing level.

      Holly was glowing, radiant—and Ford’s face when he’d seen her looking breathtakingly beautiful in her white gown? Yeah, the big guy had wet cheeks by the time her cousin took his hand at the front of the marae.

      Sitting next to her at the bridal table, Shaye nudged Mac’s elbow and leaned in.

      “He’s staring at you again,” Shaye whispered. “And from one bridesmaid to another, he looks like he wants to whisk you off to a Vegas wedding chapel again, for reals.”

      Mac shifted on her seat and hoped her weak laughter wouldn’t betray her. Holly, Shaye, and some of the other Oban women had come over to Invers for Holly’s bachelorette party the weekend before. As well as having a blast at the party she and Shaye organized, the women had peppered her with questions about the Vegas trip. She’d given them just enough information about Kerry and Aaron’s wedding and the great time she’d had to satisfy their curiosity, but she’d laughingly shut down any suggestions she and Joe planned to follow in his sister’s footsteps. Thank God none of them had any clue how close she’d come to doing just that.

      “I should go talk to him,” Mac said.

      Although the not-talking was working out well since she’d arrived in Oban yesterday evening. She’d spent the next twelve hours holed up naked in Joe’s bed. Not talking beat talking, hands down.

      “Or have one last dance before the band quits,” she added.

      “Yeah,” said Shaye. “It must be time for him to get grabby with your ass again on the dance floor.”

      Heat rolled up Mac’s cheekbones. “Oh, you noticed that?”

      A snicker from her fellow bridesmaid. “Mrs. T. noticed that, and before she left tonight she was broadcasting it to anyone who’d listen that she was the reason you two got together.”

      “She’s incorrigible.”

      “You go be incorrigible with your man.” Shaye winked at her. “I suggest the janitor’s room down the hall if you can’t wait for the end of the night for a little private ass-grabbing.”

      Mac wound her way through the tables, waving and smiling but not stopping as she made a beeline for Joe. Sure, it’d been a little awkward when she’d called him to discuss whether she should stay with one of her friends for Holly’s wedding or with him. But they were adults, as she’d pointed out to herself each time her stomach fluttered at the thought of seeing him again on the ferry trip to Oban. Adults who were in love and who could compartmentalize their problems and just enjoy being together. In the here and now.

      Joe sat at a table along with Piper and West. Their little girl, Michaela, had made the cutest flower girl at Holly’s wedding, but the reception had proven too much for her after a couple of hours, so Piper’s mum had taken the toddler home. Piper was talking to Joe with her usual intensity—the attention which could either make you feel like an interrogated suspect, or, once you got to know Piper, that you were being listened to with the utmost care. And the way West was looking at his wife while she chatted with Joe? Under Mac’s burgundy dress and beige shapewear, her stomach knotted. She wanted that. But she still wasn’t convinced she could have it. Or that she deserved it.

      Piper broke off her conversation with Joe and looked up. “Mac, come and sit with us.”

      “Oh.”

      Mac hesitated by Joe’s chair, the stomach knots tightening as he, too, looked up at her with a smile. An I’m gonna do bad things to you later smile.

      “I was just seeing if Joe would like to get some air with me.” Mac used her hand as a fan. “It’s pretty hot in here.”

      “Riiiiight.” West stroked his knuckles down his wife’s back. “I hear it’s cooler in the janitor’s closet.”

      He did something out of sight that made Piper giggle like a schoolgirl and lean into him. What was it with these Stewart Islanders and sex in public places? Not that she could talk, remembering their escapades in the Lincoln’s back seat.

      Joe rose to his feet. “Shall we check it out, Mac? You’re looking a little flushed. Perhaps it’s a spot of heatstroke?”

      Mac stalked toward the hall’s double doors leading into the foyer, Joe catching up to her within a few seconds and lacing their fingers together. He swung their hands, and she glanced up to his gaze, warm on her face. The air was definitely cooler in the foyer with the hall’s outer doors open to the night air, and she hesitated, unsure of which direction to take.

      And, oh God—wasn’t that the reason she was in such an emotional pickle? Left or right? Straight ahead and don’t stop to pick up hitchhikers? Or in more relevant terms, risk everything and marry him. Keep safe and break it off with him. Or do nothing and hope it was enough for now.

      “Sure you don’t need me to check your temperature?” he asked, standing next to her and waiting for her cue to move. “I have a handy probe that’ll fit in your—”

      “Joe!” Mac laughed and tugged him to the left, toward the janitor’s closet. “Shut your gob, man.”

      She ran ahead of him, and once they’d reached the end of the hallway she yanked open the closet door and stumbled inside with Joe hot on her heels. The hallway light spilled over the collection of buckets, mops, and brooms then vanished as Joe slammed the door behind them. There was only darkness, the whiff of chemicals overpowered by the stronger scent of Joe’s cologne and warm skin. Then his mouth—and his hands—were on her.

      Long, brain-cell-melting kisses as he spun her around and pinned her to the door. His hand skimmed down her leg, hooked under her knee, and lifted it to his hip. Mac used the crisp fabric of his button-down shirt to pull their bodies into delicious alignment, grinding against him.

      Something vibrated against her inner thigh. Mac pulled Joe’s head away from where he’d been nuzzling her throat.

      “Joe,” she gasped. “Your phone.”

      He swore and let go of her leg—let go of her—so she slumped boneless against the door while he dug the phone from his hip pocket. Mac caught a grimace on his face from the phone’s dim light before he answered it.

      “Betsy, what’s up?”

      A tinny voice came rapidly out of the phone’s speakers, though Mac couldn’t hear exactly what the old woman said.

      Mac’s head thunked against the door. Cock-blocked by an octogenarian. Who, what? Wanted to tell Joe about her latest bunion or how handsome he looked tonight? She reached over and hit the light switch, squinting against the sudden brightness.

      “I’ll speak to Noah, and we’ll be there in five minutes.”

      A chill worked its way down Mac’s spine, not just from the mention of Noah but from the concern in Joe’s voice. He disconnected and dragged a hand through his hair.

      “Is Mrs. Taylor okay?” she asked.

      “She’s fine. She stopped in at Southern Seas to give Mary Duncan some wedding cake and didn’t get a reply when she knocked, so she peeked in the living room window. Mary was collapsed on the floor.”

      Mac’s heartbeat skipped and not in a good way. “Oh God.” She’d only met Mary briefly, but she liked the quirky, warm-hearted lady. “Is she okay?”

      “Betsy used her walking stick to break a pane of glass in the door and went inside.” Lines etched across his forehead, and his jaw bunched. “She used to be a nurse, so she knew Mary was gone once she got a closer look.”

      “Mary’s dead?” Tears welled up in Mac’s eyes.

      “For a short while, is Betsy’s best guess. I’m sorry, darlin’, I have to go.”

      “Of course you have to go,” she said. “It’s your job.”

      But it was more than just Joe’s job, and she knew it. Joe’s caring heart wouldn’t allow him not to go to someone in need even if it wasn’t a medical emergency.

      “I’ll make sure Betsy’s home safe and settled, too. Will you wait for me in bed?” he asked.

      “I’ll even sleep on your side to keep it warm.”

      Joe’s mouth quirked up, and he stepped forward, cupping her cheek. He pressed his forehead to hers then kissed her—a quick but lingering brush of his lips before he left her alone with a tingly mouth and the smell of pine-scented cleaning products.
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* * *

      MacKenna snuggled under the covers of Joe’s bed, the hiss of crashing waves and the steady rain a soothing backdrop to the thud of her heartbeat. The rain tinkling on the roof had woken her a few minutes ago. She reached out and found Joe’s side still empty, so she rolled over and checked her phone. Just past midnight.

      There came a rumble of a car engine from outside. Joe was back.

      She leaped out of bed—dressed only in a tee shirt she’d stolen from his drawer because it smelled of him, and she’d needed that—and ran for the back door. She flung it open in time to see him climb from the car. Rain pelted down, plastering his shirt to his hunched shoulders, but he made no move to hurry inside. Mac’s heart ached as she watched him trudge toward the cottage. It ached more that, at other times when Joe had spent hours caring for someone else late at night, he’d returned to a cold, empty house.

      Not tonight, he wouldn’t.

      “You didn’t have to get up.” He found a smile for her. “You’ll catch your death, darlin’.”

      Mac’s heart gave a little flip-flop. That they had an inside joke—more than one, in fact—made everything so much…realer. She stepped outside and flung her arms around him, launching herself into his arms, though the man was probably too tired to lift fifty-something kilos of clinging woman. Yet he did with a soft laugh. He burrowed his face into her neck and held on. Mac kissed what she could reach of him, his wet shirt soaking through to her breasts, which reacted predictably to the cold.

      “You’ll keep me warm,” she murmured. “Or maybe I’ll keep you warm. Come inside. You must be exhausted.”

      “I’m bone tired,” he admitted, carrying her into the house. “I’ve been keeping Betsy and her friends company these past couple of hours after the official stuff was completed. We had a whiskey in Mary’s memory. She was one of theirs.”

      Something other than simple tiredness caused the lingering note of sadness in Joe’s voice, and it made Mac’s insides tremble. She didn’t know how to ease the sadness he must feel as a doctor losing a patient, but she knew how to be there for him as his friend. As something more than his friend—as a woman who loved him.

      “Set me down,” she said quietly as they reached his room, the nightstand lamp casting their shadows onto the walls. “Mary was one of theirs, but you’re mine. And I want to take care of you.”

      He lowered her to the floor, and she stretched up to brush her mouth along the rough stubble prickling his jaw. Then she unbuttoned his shirt and peeled the wet fabric away from his shoulders, kissing the smooth, damp skin beneath. She finished removing his shirt and took his hand, guiding him to sit on the bed edge. She pulled off his shoes and socks then tackled his belt. He stood so she could work his pants down his legs, the damp fabric clinging to his thigh muscles.

      “Sit,” she ordered.

      She retrieved a fluffy bath towel from the bathroom and climbed on the bed behind him. She rubbed the towel over his broad back and shoulders in long, soothing strokes. Then she wrapped her arms and the towel around him, rubbing the ends over his chest and stomach. He inhaled sharply as her hands replaced the towel. His skin was already starting to warm up, and she reveled in the texture of it under her fingertips—the hard indentations of muscle, the sprinkling of hair on his lower stomach, the small birthmark on his hipbone that had become so familiar yet still so mysteriously exciting to her.

      Mac tossed the towel aside and patted the sheet. “Lie down.”

      “And then roll over like a good dog?” He gave a rough chuckle but did as she asked, easing down on the mattress with a groan.

      She switched off the lamp. “Only if you’re so bone tired that you want to go to sleep right now.”

      “Said I was tired, not unconscious.” His hand skimmed up her bare thigh and hooked around her tee shirt, dragging it up her body.

      Mac helped him pull the shirt over her head, and then she straddled him. While she was completely naked, he still wore his boxer shorts and sported an impressively awake erection. She snuggled down onto him and kissed him, dancing her tongue along his and catching the faintest taste of whiskey. She resisted the need to rush and took her time, exploring the contours of his mouth, the soft, firm expanse of his lips.

      His hands stroked slowly up and down her naked back, finally settling on her bottom, pulling her firmly against him, so she could feel every inch of his need. She shivered with the deep ache to have him inside her. Tonight wasn’t about her pleasure, though, but his. Tonight she wanted to take that beautiful, kind, hurting soul of his and let it lose itself in hers. If only for a short time.

      Mac wriggled down his body, stripping off his boxer shorts as she went. She took him in hand, then into her mouth, hoping that with each stroke of her tongue he’d know how much he meant to her. His fingers wove into her hair, his gasps growing faster until he gently pulled her head back.

      “Need to be inside you.”

      Mac grabbed protection from his nightstand and readied him with hands that shook with her own need. She guided him home, sinking down onto his hard length with a whimper. He claimed her body, thrilled her mind, touched her soul. She linked their fingers together, bearing down on his strength as she eased up onto her knees then sank down again. Mac began to move in a faster rhythm, their breaths building into a crescendo of gasps and sighs. Delicious friction built between them, the pleasure rising peak to higher peak, making her internal muscles clench tighter around him until she shattered, crying out his name. She sagged against him, and he released her hands, gripping her hips as he thrust upward into her, his harsh growl of release pressed against her throat.

      “I love you,” she said.

      His heartbeat punched against her cheek while his arms kept her pinned close to him. He didn’t say anything, just kissed her forehead and continued to breathe like a racehorse. After a few more minutes, he eased her off his body and disappeared into the bathroom. When he returned, he pulled the covers over them both and spooned himself around her.

      “Sleep now,” he said.

      His warm breath puffed against her shoulder. His big hand cupped her breast.

      Blood beat sluggishly through Mac’s veins, her body in shut-down mode but her mind continuing to gnaw over Joe’s silence after she’d told him she loved him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joe woke to the sound of the sea and Mac breathing in the pale dawn light. He didn’t open his eyes, just cast out his other senses to check she really was still in his bed.

      Yes, he was curled on his side, facing her in the one quarter of available mattress space.

      And yes, there was a hand resting on his chest that every now and then would give a little twitch and make him jump.

      He eased his eyes open. Mac lay in her favorite starfish sprawl, her hair a wild tangle spreading from her pillow onto his. A small smile curved her lips, and he wondered if she was dreaming of him. Wondered if he’d momentarily banished her bad dreams the way she’d banished his last night.

      If she still planned to catch the morning ferry back to the mainland.

      Joe glanced at her small suitcase sitting open on the floor. A few items of clothing spilled out of it, including the flowery bath bag stuffed to the brim with brushes and makeup and all the paraphernalia women took with them on a trip. Because that’s all this was to Mac. A weekend trip to her cousin’s wedding with a sleepover at her boyfriend’s for convenience. His mouth tightened, and he placed Mac’s hand back down onto the sheet. Nothing had changed since they’d gotten back from Vegas, and he was a fool to have expected otherwise.

      He’d given her space, thought he could deal with the weekend commute from the mainland to Stewart Island, but his gut ached—his bloody heart ached—knowing she’d be gone on the morning ferry and he wouldn’t see or touch her again for days.

      Last night at the wedding, he’d planned to raise the subject with her of finding a replacement doctor for Oban and shifting back to Invercargill. If that was the only way they could be together, so be it. Then with Mary’s untimely death—he suspected a massive heart attack, but the coroner would confirm Joe’s diagnosis—the initial burst of enthusiasm for the idea popped like a soap bubble.

      Oban was home, and the people there needed him, depended on him. More than that, he’d come to need and depend on them. He was the guy who reassured the hypochondriac their stomachache wasn’t cancer, the one who listened to both medical and often personal issues in and out of his practice, and the man who on occasion delivered a baby who just couldn’t wait to reach the mainland hospital. He was the guy who often didn’t have to buy his ow thad he wondered if she was dreaming of him. Wondered if he’d momentarily banished her bad dreams the way she’d banished his last night.
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