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      Their laughter echoed into the night as Maggie fumbled with frozen fingers to find the house key, the heat of Nash’s body seeping into her side. Long savannas of protected land stretched into the mountains at her back, as the damp March wind cut through her clothing. While their little house was nothing special, the magnificent view was something to behold, especially under a dusting of new fallen snow. But it was the love they shared within, that truly made their simple house a home.

      “I want you,” Nash murmured, nibbling at her jaw and making her giggle as anticipation nipped at her insides.

      After a night out with Maggie’s sister, enduring yet another uncomfortable meet and greet with Perrin’s newest love interest, it was no surprise Maggie and Nash were trashed. They had done everything necessary to survive the awkward get-together, and in the process, they kicked a fifth of Jameson.

      It was St. Patrick’s Day, so they were technically honoring a family tradition—being O’Malleys and all. And, as the saying went, whiskey made her frisky, so her horny husband didn’t have much patience left—knowing he had a sure thing ahead of him.

      Maggie fumbled for her house keys, distracted by the weight of Nash’s hungry touch as it disappeared beneath the bulk of her jacket. Warm breath teased across the back of her neck as his lips found her thrumming pulse.

      “Hurry.”

      Why did she have so many keys? She didn’t know what half of them opened. “You’re not making it easy.”

      Nash nibbled her ear and chuckled, the sound low like thunder. “Me? You’re the one making things hard.” He nudged her forward, showing her exactly how hard things were getting.

      The key glided into the old lock, but before Maggie could turn it, Nash twisted her to face him, capturing her lips in a kiss that promised she’d be his the moment they crossed the threshold into their house.

      Center County didn’t have much of a local nightlife, and being that their neighbors were all in their late seventies this side of town, the world belonged solely to them. On nights like this, after more than a few drinks and too many teasing comments on the ride home from her sister’s, she didn’t put it past Nash to take her right there on the front porch for the entire town to see.

      Breathless, she pulled her mouth away, her gaze drifting up to the windows of her nosey, elderly neighbor’s house. “Mrs. Nanomaker’s probably watching us.”

      He chuckled against her throat, slipping his tongue over her pulse. “That saucy old minx. She gets her jollies from spying on us.”

      Maggie bit his lip and nudged him back so she could get the door open. “Doubtful. She was the wife of a preacher.”

      “They’re the ones you have to watch out for.” Nash caught her hips as the lock gave way.

      The old latch stuck, and she moaned. “We need a new doorknob. This one needs more finessing than a virgin bride.”

      With one hand buried inside her coat, he used his other one to jostle the handle. Cold fingers grazed her flesh, and she sucked in a sharp breath. The faint scent of snow clung to the air. They needed to get into the warmth, because knowing her husband, she only had about thirty seconds before he started pulling off her clothes—freezing temperatures be damned.

      “You have to jerk it to the left.”

      He chuckled. “I was gonna say the same to you.”

      “Focus. It’s starting to snow again.”

      “I am. This damn door…”

      She glanced at the street, soft flurries falling onto the already icy roads. “Light would help.”

      “Don’t start.”

      She’d only asked him to replace the porch bulb a hundred times. It was a constant on their to-do lists, sort of a joke at this point. No matter how many times they went to the market, they always forgot the damn lightbulbs.

      He yanked the knob and the door gave way. “Now, get inside so I can get inside you.”

      The moment they crossed the threshold he spun her to face him and yanked her coat halfway down her arms. Pressing his lips to the slope of her shoulder, he caught her hips and corralled her toward the stairs. He worked the button of her jeans, jerking the denim open. They weren’t going to make it to the bed.

      “Upstairs,” she insisted. “In the bed.”

      “Oh, Mrs. O’Malley, lack of furniture isn’t going to stop me.” The sweet scent of whiskey on his breath teased the fallen hairs around her face as his finger slipped between her hot folds and filled her. “I need inside of you, now.”

      The first stroke of his touch filled her lungs with a gasp. Her lashes lowered as her body melted in his arms. No matter how many times he touched her, it always felt like the first time. A swarm of butterflies tickled her insides as he caressed and kissed her, casting some unbreakable spell over them.

      The jangle of his metal belt buckle falling open barely registered as he stripped away her clothes. It had been this way since they were fifteen. Hot, explosive, and necessary. Every time. No matter where they were.

      Nash was a part of her, and she belonged solely to him. He was her husband, her best friend, and the other half of her soul.

      He pressed her back into the stairs, and while she knew there would be bruises in the morning, the consequences meant nothing as he filled her. Her knees clung to his hips, her fingers scraping up his back. Had they even closed the front door? The cool draft teasing her heated skin warned they had not.

      Breathy sighs caught in a tangle as their moans broke the silence. Peeking past his shoulder, she stared at the open door and across the black plains. The sky lay like a blanket of stars over all of it. Everything they knew and all that they were, existed in this place in time. Their imperfections, their secondhand furniture, their brightly painted walls, their burned-out lightbulbs, none of it mattered as long as they had each other.

      “God, Maggie…” He breathed against her ear. “I could have you like this for an entire lifetime, and it still wouldn’t be enough.” He thrust hard, taking her passionately and filling her soul as much as he filled her body.

      “I love you, Nash.”

      His mouth devoured hers, stealing her view of the night sky and overwhelming her soul with a mind melting kiss. “You’re mine, Maggie. Only mine.”

      “Only yours.”

      “Forever.”

      She nodded, having made the promise a thousand times before. “And ever.”
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      Two Years Later

      

      Snow packed against the wet mud, dampening Maggie’s jeans as she kneeled. Her hands cradled the thermos of coffee, stealing warmth from the metal and drawing her shoulders in against the cold March wind.

      “I finally paid the water bill.” Her gloved finger brushed the numb tip of her nose as she sniffed. The air still held the metallic scent of snow, and she worried there would be more before the end of winter. “Tom came by to fix the hose bib. He said I should leave it dripping so it doesn’t freeze and burst again. That little trickle sure hikes up the bill, but it’s better than having to repair a busted pipe in the dead of winter.”

      She always allowed time for a reply that never came.

      “The dryer finally broke. I got one of those folding rack things. I need to go to McGinty’s and pick out a new one, but I don’t want to inconvenience anyone. Can’t carry a dryer home, so I’ll need someone with a truck to help me drive it back. Unless they deliver. I should call.”

      She sipped her coffee, letting it warm her chest. “I can’t wait until this weather breaks and I can hang things on the line. I think there are hooks out back. I’ll need something to reach them.”

      Her mind immediately went to the shed where Nash’s ladder stood, tipped against the wall, his work gloves still sitting exactly where he left them. She didn’t have the heart to disturb them. Her step stool from the broom closet would probably reach.

      Did McGinty’s sell clothesline? She should stop at the hardware store in town first. She pictured herself buying the rope, and imagined Mr. Montgomery giving her a sympathetic smile as he placed the rope in a brown paper bag. He’d offer to send the stock boy over to help, and she’d politely turn him down. Then she’d go home and cry.

      The simplest thoughts could sometimes overwhelm her. Thinking too many steps ahead, often caused her eyes to prickle with tears.

      “Maybe I’ll just keep using the rack.”

      Her head dropped, her gaze falling to a patch of matted down grass where the snow had melted. She should plant flowers as soon as the ground thawed.

      Her throat tightened as she considered which flowers he’d like best. A wall of tears blurred her vision, and she blinked, brushing away a salty drop as it cascaded down her wind-chilled cheek. She sat up a little straighter and sipped the coffee.

      “I know I promised not to cry as much, but it’s March. This month is always a little harder than the others. It’s been two years, Nash. How did that happen? Where did the time go?”

      Her gloved fingers swept over the patch of exposed earth. Blades of grass clumped in stiff tufts, frozen in time by frost and snow.

      “I wish I went with you.”

      She sniffled, her tears gathering again as she stared out over the cemetery. Several O’Malley tombstones surrounded the area, but his was the only one carved into a guitar. Her hand trembled as she traced the engraved shape of his name.

      “I miss you.”

      She would give anything to hear him say it back. To hear his laughter or the sound of his voice. Their home had always been such a musical place, filled with his many instruments.

      Now, it was mostly silent. Her favorite songs too painful to hear, too reminiscent of a time when life was perfect.

      Tightness coiled in her chest, twisting until she could no longer draw a full breath. The metronome of her heart no longer beat properly. It hadn’t since the day he left her, the day her world broke into a thousand unfixable pieces.

      Vivid flashes of that day raced through her mind, and she flinched at the grotesque reality of the nightmare that became her life. The scent of ice and snow mixed with the burn of rubber. The flash of red lights against the trees. The sight of blood, and his blank, unblinking eyes. The scream that shattered her world when they told her he was gone.

      Totaled, the car never returned home, only a few personal possessions left on the driver’s seat that the emergency responders had salvaged. Meaningless, but oh so significant. An ice scraper, his cell phone, and a box of lightbulbs for the porch.

      She could hardly breathe for months, every inhalation a serrated reminder that she was alone, and he was gone. She’d passed an entire year in tormented surrealness. Her reality didn’t make sense. They were Maggie and Nash. They were going to start a family. They were happy. Ridiculously happy. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to go.

      Her lungs seized as she covered her mouth, smothering a sob. She hated to cry in front of him. Not that he was there. It was a graveyard. But she always felt like he watched her whenever she visited the cemetery.

      Her gaze turned to the gray sky, and she blinked back her tears. “Sorry.”

      Pushing up from the cold ground, she ignored the damp stains on her knees and pressed a kiss to her fingers where they poked out of her cutoff gloves. She traced her fingers over his name.

      “I love you.”

      She waited for the silent beat to pass, giving him plenty of chance to say it back from wherever he was. Turning away, she lost the fight against the choking sobs and bundled her arms deep in her jacket pockets.

      Taking brisk strides toward her bike, she sniffled, trails of tears chilling her chapped cheeks. Adjusting the wool beanie cap on her head, she placed the thermos in the basket of her bicycle, then pivoted in the direction of her house.

      She hadn’t driven since the accident. With their car totaled, the idea of driving terrified her. There were the rare occasions she accepted lifts from others, mostly when snow made it impossible to ride her bike home from work, but she was never easy about traveling in cars.

      Center County was known for its brutal winters. She used to love the snow. Her affection changed when a small patch of ice stole her husband’s life and her future.

      Cheeks frozen, she peddled around the bend and her shoulders tensed at the sight of her sister Perrin’s small blue car parked at the curb. Great, Maggie thought, brushing her gloved palm over her cheeks to erase the tracks of her tears.

      Mrs. Nanomaker’s house stood vacant on the corner, the FOR SALE sign an unceremonious declaration that someone could buy the house at any time, though no one had attended the many open houses that took place shortly after her neighbor’s passing.

      Maggie had adjusted to the quiet of their block. She preferred the solitude, but her peace was not impenetrable. When outsiders came to visit, the slightest noise caused the greatest disturbance. Her sister was no exception.

      Turning her bike into the driveway, Maggie hopped off just before the shed, the pedals still spinning. Perrin waited on the back porch, two cups of coffee from the local café in her gloved hands.

      “You’re out early.”

      Maggie mimicked her sister’s smile with a brittle one. Her sister knew where she’d been. It was no secret she visited Nash’s grave every morning.

      “Where were you?” Perrin held out a paper cup of coffee.

      Maggie accepted the cup and unlocked the back door. “You know where I was.”

      Her sister made no comment and followed her into the kitchen. Maggie leaned her hip into the corner of the counter and waited. Perrin’s gaze scanned the unchanged interior of the house, seeking a point of small talk or silently judging the lack of progress.

      Progress was one of those fancy buzzwords regular people liked to throw around as if they had some secret intellect on the stages of grief. Another two cent term was closure. Everyone was so concerned about her progress and closure, as if it were that easy.

      Didn’t they know her heart had been ripped to shreds? Sometimes things were too messy to simply close.

      “Do you need something?” She plucked off her hat and stuffed it in the front pocket of her jacket.

      Her sister’s manicured brows pulled together in a familiar look of concern. Her short, windswept blonde hair at complete odds with Maggie’s long, straggly brown waves.

      “Do I have to need something to stop by, Maggie?”

      No, but there was always a motive, always a sense of obligation that she “check” on her poor brokenhearted sister.

      Maggie sighed, trying hard to reel in her cynicism. “Sorry.” She waved a hand toward the table. “Wanna sit?”

      Perrin lowered herself into a chair. The fur lining of her hood matched the gold hues of her hair. Only she could manage to keep a down jacket so pristinely white all winter long.

      Maggie pulled off the bulky layer of her thermal hoody, made for warmth more than any sort of vanity. It was what everyone wore in the sub-zero supply store where she worked. Static electricity assaulted her hair as she stripped off the added layer. She hung the outerwear on the hook by the door next to Nash’s leather jacket.

      As she sat, her sister watched her, like an animal at the zoo in a new exhibit. Used to such scrutiny, Maggie popped the top off her coffee and took a sip.

      Her eyes closed as she recognized the savory flavor of quality coffee. “This is good coffee. Thanks.”

      “It’s from the café in town.” Perrin’s lips pressed tight. “I know the anniversary’s coming up, Maggie.”

      “Yup. That’s the funny thing about anniversaries. They come every year.”

      March would forever be the month he died. April commemorated their first official date. May was when he asked her to move into his apartment. July was their wedding anniversary. September was the month they bought their house. October was his birthday. December was all together brutal because no one did Christmas like Nash. January marked the day he proposed. February was the month they first kissed outside the gym during a school dance. And then, it was March all over again.

      “Maybe it’s time for you to get back out there⁠—”

      “Don’t.”

      She didn’t want another speech about how young she was or how many fish still swam in the sea. She’d been with Nash since middle school. He was her first everything. She couldn’t remember who she was before he’d come along, and without him breathing life into her soul, she felt no urge to keep on living. She had no desire to pretend that the mundane social bullshit other singles did to waste time and distract them from their lonesome, meaningless existences was actually worth her time.

      Perrin nodded and backed off but then announced, “Bran’s mom knows a therapist that just opened a new practice in town. Maybe you could call. He’s doing free consultations.”

      Every time her sister mentioned Bran, Maggie had to remember this person had become a fixture in her sister’s life. But to Maggie, he was no one. Another stranger. She didn’t care what he or his mom had to say.

      She reminded herself that her sister was only trying to help. “Thanks.”

      “A therapist could help. Maybe he could fix some things in your life.”

      Her lips formed a thin line. People used terms like fix because she was so obviously broken. No one wanted to acknowledge that some breaks were permanent and unfixable.

      “Perrin, I’m mourning. My husband died. Grief takes time. I’m sorry if my inability to get back out there is hard for you, but trust me when I say, it’s harder on me. I’m the one who’s broken, and sleeping with someone else isn’t going to fix me.”

      Her sister recoiled at the verbal slap. “I’m only trying to help you, only suggesting you talk to a therapist. I’m not suggesting you have sex with someone. But I think you need to socialize more, Maggie. All you do is go to work and the cemetery. Socializing, even with a professional, could help your progress. You have to get out of this house.”

      “I like it here.”

      Perrin’s head turned, her gaze traveling over the unchanged signs of Nash. “It’s dark and quiet. Why don’t you turn on some lights or play some music?”

      “I like the quiet.” She dropped her gaze to her coffee cup.

      Perrin slid a business card across the surface of the table, into Maggie’s view. “I just think it would help if you talked to someone.”

      “I talk to people.”

      “Who?”

      “Well, you’re here. And I talk to people at work. I had to buy some things in town the other day. I was polite and said hello to those who waved.”

      “But maybe it’s time to talk about the things you’re afraid to say.” Perrin slid the card another inch, until it nudged Maggie’s fingertips peeking from the clipped edges of her wool gloves. “Just think about it.”

      The black ink beveled under her fingertips, raised to the touch. Dr. Alec Devereux. Sounded pretentious. “I’ll think about it.”

      Her sister smiled, and she hated giving her false hope. “Thank you.”

      Maggie stood and pinned the card on the corkboard above the trash can where the house keys hung. Her gaze swung to the window where the FOR SALE sign in the neighbor’s yard stood, and she did a double take.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” She squinted at the sticker proclaiming the property had SOLD. Her quiet little corner of the world was about to change, and she panicked at the unknown.

      “Is someone out there?”

      Not someone but there would be someone there soon. “The Nanomaker house sold.”

      “That’s good. I don’t like you living here alone without neighbors.”

      “The new owners could be serial killers.”

      Her sister chucked her empty coffee cup in the trash bin. “In Center County? Please. Nothing that interesting ever happens here.”

      The china in the cabinets rattled as a truck barreled down the street. Her house was at the very edge of town, so only people who had business in this area drove by.

      She and Perrin craned their necks to see the truck. It turned the corner and pulled into the neighbor’s driveway, which faced her backyard.

      “That was fast.” Perrin laughed. “Maybe we should try manifesting a winning lottery ticket next.”

      Maggie chuckled and stared at the windshield of the truck, her view inhibited by the morning glare of sun. The idea of pretending to be normal and cheery for a perfect stranger exhausted her.

      She glanced out the other window at her raggedy lawn. “I have to cut the grass.”

      “You should hire someone to do that stuff for you.”

      “I’m not helpless.”

      Leaves gathered along the shared fence and the plants she hadn’t trimmed back had turned to straw. She and Nash used to spend a full weekend doing yard work at the start of every spring and again at the end of fall, mulching the beds and hosing off the lawn furniture. He used to love sitting around the firepit with his guitar.

      “I know a guy who owns a landscaping business. I’ll give you his number.”

      Her sister kept chatting as she dug through her purse, but Maggie’s attention locked on the truck. Who were they? A family? Newlyweds? Would their palpable happiness be her undoing?

      “I think you’ll really like him. I know him through the salon. He’s a big, friendly guy, really sweet and funny.”

      She frowned and turned away from the window, missing whatever Perrin had just said. “What?”

      “Randy’s number.”

      “Who?”

      “The lawn guy. Weren’t you listening to me?”

      Perrin shampooed clients at the local salon, so she had insider gossip and a contact for everyone. “Thanks, but I can mow my own lawn.”

      Unlike her sister, Maggie had always been a bit more hands-on. Her sister loved dainty things, pretty, girlie things. Maggie, on the other hand, preferred activities that left a little dirt under the nails and the taste of sweat on her skin.

      “I know you’re not helpless, Maggie, but it isn’t a crime to accept assistance from others. You can afford to pay someone to help around here if you don’t have the time or energy to do it yourself.”

      She didn’t want help. She wanted solitude and a long nap. “I’m not hiring a stranger to do things around here that I’m capable of doing myself.”

      “Then let me help you. That’s what family’s for.”

      Nash was her family. He didn’t offer contacts, he offered hands-on help. They were supposed to have four little kids that never had the chance to exist. Their rooms were all empty, just a hope chest of hand-me-downs she’d wished to one day share with them and a list of beautiful names she’d never get to call.

      “You’re right,” Maggie said, stepping closer to the door in hopes that her sister would follow. “Text me the landscaper’s number.” She wouldn’t use it, but if it satisfied her sister’s need to fix a broken piece of her life, she didn’t see the harm in humoring her.

      Glancing at the door, Perrin’s expression shifted with understanding that this was a dismissal. “Oh, I… It’s early. Bran’s working until tonight.” She shrugged. “I was thinking we could do something together.”

      “I can’t.” The response came automatically without actual consideration of her schedule.

      Perrin frowned. “Why, what are you doing?”

      “I…” Maggie’s mind scrambled for any solo activity that might work as an excuse. “Have a dentist appointment.”

      “Oh. Maybe after?”

      “I have to run errands in town.”

      “I could come with you.”

      She was a horrible sister. “Perrin, I just… It’s not a good day.” It never was.

      Understanding flashed in her sister’s eyes, reflecting an effort not to take her rejection personally, but the hurt was evident. “I know. I’m pushing for too much.”

      Maggie let out a breath, the pressure to be something she wasn’t ready to be lessened the second her sister backed off. Her brow puckered in apology. “It’s not about you.”

      “I know that, too. I just wish we could go back to the way things used to be.”

      A sharp knife lodged in her chest. “So do I.”

      Every day Maggie wished she could turn back time, but there was no undoing the past. She remembered how it felt to be happy, but the foundation of her happiness was gone. And after such a painful loss, she saw no sense in forming or maintaining other attachments. Life was temporary, but grief stayed permanent because love was permanent. It didn’t ease with time. And what once brought pleasure, now only brought pain.

      “You have people that love you, Maggie. If you’d just let us be here for you…”

      Perrin might love her, but since losing Nash, any level of affection hurt. Her mother couldn’t fathom the loss, because she never truly respected their marriage. Her dad had attended the funeral but never once offered words of condolence. Between his coldness and her judgement, Maggie couldn’t bear their proximity. Perrin was a part of them by default. Even though she saw Maggie’s grief for the trauma it was, she’d never fully grasped the totality of it.

      Maggie swallowed and dropped her gaze. “It’s better if I’m alone.” If she learned to be alone, it wouldn’t hurt as bad the next time she lost someone. “I have to get to my appointment.”

      “Can we do something next weekend? Even if we have a crappy time, let’s do something.”

      “Like what?”

      She shrugged. “Let’s go shoe shopping.”

      Maggie’s face scrunched. “I hate shopping.”

      “We could get makeovers.”

      “You must have me confused with someone else.”

      “Fine.” She glanced around the kitchen. “What about house shopping? We could get you a new couch.”

      Sharp possessiveness spiked inside of her. “What’s wrong with my couch?”

      “Um, it’s old and hideous.”

      “It’s not old,” Maggie said with a bite of defensiveness. “We bought it when we got our apartment.”

      “Maggie, that was almost ten years ago.”

      “So?”

      “So, it’s outdated. Buy yourself something new. Brighten up this place.”

      “If I want to brighten things up, I’ll buy a lamp. I’m not getting rid of my couch.”

      She and Nash had picked out that couch. They spent weeks shopping around and sitting on various styles. It was their first big purchase after deciding to move in together. They’d made love on it countless times, built forts around it, and had pillow fights on it. She used to lay there with her eyes closed and listen to him play the piano.

      “Maggie, you’re never going to move on if you continue to live in the past.”

      Feeling under attack, she dumped her coffee down the drain. Everyone thought they had a solution she was missing, like replacing her sofa could somehow heal the ache in her heart or the splinters in her soul. She tossed the cup in the garbage and turned, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I was happy in the past. Maybe I like it there.”

      “But you’re not happy now. There’s so much more out there, except you refuse to open your eyes to new possibilities. This isn’t living, it’s sleepwalking.”

      “I’m living!” she snapped, jabbing a finger toward her chest. “If I wasn’t alive, this wouldn’t hurt so much.”

      “I know you’re in pain, but hiding behind that pain won’t protect you from future loss. Life changes, Maggie, and one day you’re going to need family again, but you’ll have chased everyone who cared about you away.”

      “Maybe I just want to be left the hell alone!” she snapped and silence fell over the kitchen.

      Perrin’s brow pinched with regret. Her shoulders shrank as she let out a breath. She lowered her head. “Well, I better go.”

      “Thanks for the coffee.” The words shot out with more accusation than gratitude.

      “You’re welcome.” Her sister faced the door and hesitated. They used to hug all the time, and Maggie sensed her sister needing that contact now.

      She couldn’t bear the intimacy. Nearness had a way of choking her.

      Guilt tightened her insides, forming a physical nausea. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

      “I shouldn’t have pushed.”

      “I know it’s out of love, Perrin.” But love had become a terrifying thing since Nash left.

      Hope flashed in her sister’s eyes as she looked back. “If you change your mind and want to do something later…”

      Maggie crossed the kitchen and opened the back door, using it as a sort of shield between them. “Drive safe.”

      “Call me later.”

      “I will.” She wouldn’t.

      “And call that therapist.”

      She nodded, not vocalizing any promises.

      Perrin’s smile didn’t reach her concerned eyes as she glanced back at Maggie. “Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” That one was free. Losing Nash had a way of making sure she never missed the opportunity to tell someone they were loved, even if her heart didn’t know how to receive those emotions from others anymore.

      At the sound of her sister’s car pulling away, she plucked the pushpin on the corkboard free. Dr. Devereux’s business card fluttered into the garbage bin below.

      “Sorry, doc. We’re just not meant to be.”
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      Ryan Clooney pulled the string of the hanging light in the basement, then Luke whistled, the sound echoing off the cinder block walls. “You could make an awesome bar down here.”

      Ryan grinned at his cousin’s suggestion. “That’s what I was thinking. I just have to redo the floors and paint—maybe add some sheetrock if I wanna get fancy.”

      Luke approached a wall of exposed studs that divided the laundry area from the rest of the basement and gave the wood beams a shake. “Looks like the previous owners thought about finishing it at one time but got sidetracked.”

      Ryan gave one of the two-by-fours a kick with his boot. “This will probably come down. It’s not like it’s a load bearing wall or anything.”

      His cousin inspected the craftmanship. “If you sheetrock it, you could close off the laundry area. That way if clothes pile up you can still entertain down here.”

      “True.” Though Ryan didn’t know who he’d be entertaining aside from his two thousand cousins.

      Part of the reason he moved to this side of town was to get away from his many, often prying, relatives. His big, Irish Catholic family was literally everywhere in Center County. Anyone who wasn’t a Clooney, McCullough, or an O’Leahey, was usually married to one or related by marriage. It made the dating pool a very narrow, shallow place to swim.

      “I’d definitely tile down here.” Luke’s inspection had moved on to the water heater beneath the stairs. “Basements have a tendency to get damp. I have a tile cutter. We could bang this out in a day with Tristan’s help.”

      Tristan was Luke’s husband, who also happened to be Ryan’s best friend from college. After a nasty falling out with his family in Texas, Tristan followed Ryan back to Center County and became a sort of surrogate brother. Luke, Ryan’s cousin and childhood best friend, instantly clicked with him. It took years for the two to come out, but when they did, no one was surprised. They were ridiculously happy and now the proud fathers of a beautiful little girl.

      “Yo!” Speak of the devil. Tristan’s heavy boots traveled down the wooden stairs, kicking dust into the musty air. “Am I unloading this crap by myself?”

      “We’re coming. We were just talking about what a great bar Ry could make down here.” Luke grinned. “I’m seeing a huge flat screen on that wall.” He framed the space by holding his hands out, his thumbs and forefingers shaping a square.

      Tristan stood on the lowest step, holding on to the cement overhang, as if afraid to get sucked into the space. “That would be awesome, and we can talk about it later. Right now we got a truck full of boxes that needs unloading, and Alexia has a dance class in a few hours. It’s our turn to take her.”

      Alexia was their daughter. Luke and Tristan had initially been turned down for adoption, so they’d gone the less traditional route. Alexia was biologically Tristan and Sheilagh’s kid. They all shared custody and somehow made it work.

      Alexia, poor thing, had three dads, Tristan, Luke, and Alec, Sheilagh’s husband. Boys wouldn’t stand a chance when she reached dating age. Luckily, those days were a long way off.

      Ryan followed Tristan up the stairs into the kitchen. “We can get the truck emptied quickly and then you guys can go do your dad thing. I appreciate you giving me a hand on your day off.”

      Tristan clapped a heavy hand on his back. “That’s what family’s for.”

      Not always, Ryan thought, remembering the guilt trip his mother laid on him the day he announced he’d bought a house. Apparently, moving beyond a mile from an Irish mother’s womb was a capital crime in their culture.

      The woman lit about twenty candles and said eight rosaries for him in the past week. It was perfectly normal to leave the nest at his age, but his mother saw it as some sort of betrayal.

      Why couldn’t he stay home and save his money? He should wait until he met a nice girl to marry, wait until he was ready to start a family. On the verge of turning thirty, he wasn’t sure that would ever happen for him.

      Ryan was finished waiting for his life to start and sick of watching everyone pair off around him, so he decided to plan for a future alone. And he was fine with that—or so he told himself on a regular basis.

      All his cousins were now married and having children. Christ, even some of his cousins’ kids were starting to date. He needed breathing room.

      Ryan and Tristan carried several more loads into the house, plopping boxes in the empty room he assumed was the dining room.

      “Luke!” Tristan snapped as they passed through the kitchen with another armful of boxes. “I’m not going to be late for Alexia’s class. Get your ass up here and help.”

      “I’m coming!” Luke barked from the basement.

      Metal screeched from below and Ryan paused at the kitchen door, his brows lifting in concern. “Should I be worried?”

      “Nah, Luke knows how to fix just about anything. He’s probably just giving your boiler a proper inspection.”

      Ryan nodded and followed him into the dining room. Tristan stomped off toward the truck as Luke came up the basement steps, wiping oil off his hands with a smudged rag.

      Watching his husband leave in a huff, Luke rolled his eyes. “He’s going to give himself a coronary if he doesn’t chill out. He’s becoming one of those helicopter parents we used to make fun of.”

      Ryan smiled, knowing full well both men were equally protective of their daughter. Of all Alexia’s parents, Sheilagh was probably the most laid back of the clan.

      They made several trips in and out of the house unloading boxes. Ryan left the heavier stuff for his cousin, since he often bragged about being the strongest male in the family.

      Luke had always been an athlete and his body reflected his rigorous training over the years, which showed in the breadth of his shoulders and his remaining strength when it came to moving extremely heavy objects, whereas Ryan’s days of playing sports in high school had only left him with a lean body. His muscles had softened from working in the office at the lumberyard, sitting at a desk five days a week.

      Maybe he should think about turning the basement into a gym. Nah, a bar would get more use.

      Tristan climbed to the back of the truck and hauled the headboard and bed frame onto the driveway. Leaning the furniture against the truck, he paused to guzzle a sip of water.

      “What’s going on with the house next-door?” he asked, following Ryan’s stare.

      Ryan glanced at the property, noting the mismatched shed. A gray exterior wall clashed with the other three red ones, as if someone had started painting the shed and never finished.

      “Don’t know. Whenever I drive by, I hardly ever see any lights on over there. But the bike moves from time to time.”

      It was an old beach cruiser with a basket—the sort a woman would ride. He’d been hoping to catch her on one of his drive-bys before settlement, so he could introduce himself, but no such luck.

      “No car?”

      “None that I’ve noticed.”

      Tristan lifted a brow. “Better hope it’s not squatters.”

      “Squatters?”

      “Yeah. Homeless people see an abandoned house and figure out a way in. They’ll stay until the proper authorities have them removed. Sometimes it’s impossible to get them out.”

      “I don’t think Center County has a high population of homeless people.”

      “Every town has homeless people, Ry. We’re all just two crises away from bankruptcy.”

      “Good God, is that true?” As a new homeowner, with thirty years of debt ahead, those were not the uplifting stats he wanted to hear.

      Tristan shrugged. “No one’s bulletproof.” He took the last swig of water and tossed the bottle in the empty recycling can the previous owners had left. “Just keep an eye on that house. Maybe invest in some motion sensor lights.”

      Tristan carried the headboard inside, and Ryan stared at the neighbor’s yard. The house didn’t appear abandoned, just a little neglected. Maybe the owner was older and sickly. Once he settled in, he’d do the neighborly thing and knock on the door to introduce himself.

      His house occupied the corner lot, putting their driveways perpendicular from each other. From his back porch, he had a clear view into their little back yard.

      The knee-high lawn on the other side of the neighbor’s fence lay in snarls of wet leaves and leftover snow. The overgrown beds of dry plants needed tending. Spring was coming.

      Maybe the owners were waiting for the weather to break to clean up their yard. He could offer a hand if the owner wasn’t up to the challenge. Although, they were well enough to ride a bike.

      He grabbed the box spring and dragged it through the back door. The truck was unloaded within an hour. Two days ago he thought he had too much crap. Now, looking at it dumped in the middle of an empty three-bedroom house he wondered how he would ever furnish such a place.

      “Well, we gotta take off. Alexia has⁠—”

      “A dance class. I know.”

      Tristan flushed. “Sorry.”

      Ryan laughed. “Don’t be sorry. You’re a proud dad. I’d be the same if I were in your shoes.”

      Tristan gave him a knowing look. Ryan had suffered countless failed relationships, and Tristan and Luke had been there for every single fallout.

      “It’ll happen for you, man.” His friend cupped a hand on his shoulder, offering an affectionate squeeze. “Not living with your mother is step one.”

      Ryan threw his head back and laughed. “I’m telling her you said that.”

      “I’ll deny it. Don’t try to put a wedge between me and Rosemarie. I’m her favorite.”

      Ryan laughed again. “I don’t doubt it, especially with my recent abandonment. At least Pat left home to become a doctor. I have no excuse.”

      “You left to find yourself. It was the right move. Your mum will get over it. She loves you too much to stay mad at you.”

      Luke rolled his eyes. “You’re a kiss ass, Tristan. It’s not that easy for the rest of us. Ryan’s got his work cut out for him. An Irish mother’s guilt can bring a grown man to his knees. You have my sympathy, Ry.”

      “I have a feeling I’ll be overdosing on pizza before she forgives me.”

      “Well, you know how fast word travels in this town. Eat out enough and eventually she’ll see it as a reflection on her mothering. Then she’ll send you a home-cooked meal. The women in this family are too territorial to let their sons eat someone else’s cooking for too long.”

      “Especially if you’re filling up on Italian,” Luke joked. “Ask Italian Mary to cook for you. That’ll get right under Aunt Rosemarie’s freckled skin.”

      Ryan laughed. Italian Mary was fifty pounds wet and older than God, but she terrified all of them. “I don’t want to upset my mum any more than I already have.”

      In all honesty, he was sorry his moving out had upset her at all. She always took care of him and was his greatest champion. But it was time for him to find his independence. His mum, however, saw this as surrendering to the permanent life of a bachelor.

      “You’re supposed to meet your wife first, then buy the house together,” she would say, as if there was only one way to move out. And she’d usually follow that up with something like, “If your father had bought our house alone, it would have been covered in buck skin, pistachio shells, and taxidermy. No woman wants that.”

      A crush of disappointment punched low in his gut as he wondered if he was giving up and getting set in his ways too soon, but he quickly pushed that worry aside. He wasn’t buying a house with the woman he planned to grow old with. So what? He could still find her.

      There came a time in a man’s life when the waiting game felt more like an excuse than a probability that Mrs. Right would eventually show. He’d done cyber dating, small-town fix ups, and even horribly awkward blind dates with friends of friends. Nothing stuck and he needed to get out on his own.

      Maybe it was him. But he didn’t think he had any screaming flaws. He had a longstanding job at his family’s lumberyard, which he’d eventually take over with his cousin Finn once their fathers officially retired. When his cousin Kelly needed a hand, Ryan also took shifts at O’Malley’s Pub, the town hangout. He was respectful to women. He carried groceries for the older residents whenever he saw them leaving the market. And he even fixed Mrs. Waldron’s flat tire when she’d been stranded and unable to reach AAA.

      Not that he wanted some sort of Boy Scout award for being a good citizen, but it would be nice if some of the single women in Center County appreciated these qualities the way the older, married women seemed to. His mum and aunts couldn’t understand why he was still single, and honestly, he didn’t get it either.

      In the past year he’d started feeling like the family’s charity case, getting pity invites here, and relatives pointing out pretty women there. His single status had become a glaring mark on his chest, and he needed a change of scenery—a change of audience.

      As Luke and Tristan pulled away in the moving truck, Ryan stared up at the old house and grinned. This was his house. A wave of pride swelled in his chest. He should celebrate.

      His mouth twisted to the side as he glanced at the empty driveway of his neighbor’s home, doing a double take when he noticed the bike missing. Whoever it belonged to must have taken it when they were busy unloading. He was sorry he missed them.

      He returned inside, greeted by silence and boxes. The open space and lack of furniture overwhelmed him. He supposed he should pick a place and just start unpacking. First things first, he needed music.

      He grabbed a work radio from his truck, and Elton John christened the house with a live rendition of Rocketman as he used a box cutter to open boxes and deliver them to the proper room.

      Music acted as a constant companion in his life it broke up the day, got him out of his head, and lifted his mood when the loneliness overwhelmed him. He’d grown so used to his relatives constantly popping by that the quiet seemed more tangible than usual. In such silence, he could physically feel the absence of people in his life. He rolled his shoulders and turned up the volume of the song.

      Having never lived anywhere but home and a college dorm, he mostly had bedroom and bathroom stuff. His old college futon and TV made up the guts of the living room for now. He didn’t remember the futon being so small and uncomfortable. Maybe, after almost a decade in storage, it shrunk. He flipped a cardboard box and used it as an end table to hold his beer.

      As he carried the last of the bedroom boxes toward the upstairs, he surveyed the hall, which divided the dining room and den at the front door and led to the kitchen at the back of the house. He caught himself smiling at the vacant space. It was a simple little house, but he had no doubt it would make a good home.

      His smile faded as a tinge of emptiness whispered through him. Maybe the void he felt only had to do with the missing furniture. In time, he’d fill the vacant space. Life was a process, not a destination.
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      Ryan carried the box up to the second floor. This was his home. He could make it a bachelor pad. He’d do what Luke suggested and make a bar in the basement. He could decorate it in paraphernalia from his favorite teams—one of the perks to not having a woman around to fill the house with ruffles and frills. Maybe if he kept finding the silver linings of situations things wouldn’t seem so dreary after a while.

      He paused at the top of the stairs where a window faced the  house next-door. The homes mirrored each other in style, only separated by the neighbor’s driveway shooting off the adjacent road. Like his house, the siding on the neighbor’s home was faded from the beating sun, and the windows hadn’t been renovated since the 1970’s.

      He glanced at the gutters and frowned. If they didn’t clean out those branches and leaves soon, they would have roof issues.

      Once all the boxes were flattened and his bedroom furniture was put together, he carried the trash out to the shed. It was a small garage with French doors. A compact car could fit inside but not his work truck.

      A light flashed and his gaze lifted to the neighbor’s second floor window. If squatters lived there, they wouldn’t have electricity. He didn’t see the bike, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t in the shed.

      The light on the second floor flickered again, concerning him and relieving him at the same time. Was it too late to knock and introduce himself?

      The sky faded to shades of purple as the sun dipped behind the mountains in the distance. They might be settling in for dinner. Speaking of dinner, what the hell was he going to do for food?

      This was why he never minded picking up an extra shift at the bar whenever his cousin asked for help. He’d rather pick at bar food while taking drink orders and appearing busy than sit in a booth dining all alone.

      He withdrew his phone and scrolled through his contacts, hitting up each cousin as he worked down the long line of McCulloughs and Mosconis.

      Since Luke and Tristan had Alexia, Sheilagh and Alec were out on a date. Colin had something at the church. Braydon was doing family stuff with Becca and the kids. Kelly had an art show this weekend that sent him out of town and left Ryan’s mum and Aunt Colleen in charge of O’Malley’s Pub, which took the bar off the option list for dinner. And Kate and Anthony were visiting colleges with Frankie.

      “Yo, Ry,” his cousin Finn answered. What sounded like a dozen rowdy kids shouted in the background. “How’s the new place? All settled in yet?”

      Ryan grinned. “The house is great. You should come by and check it out.” A loud boom rattled and someone shouted. “You at a party?”

      “Nah, just hanging at home with my brood. They only have one volume, and it ain’t quiet.”

      Ryan laughed, thinking it must be nice. Finn had four kids, two dogs, and now rabbits from what he’d overheard from the aunts’ gossip. “I was about to order a pizza and pick up some beer. If you’re looking for an escape, consider this a lifeline. Think Mallory would mind if you took a few hours off?”

      “Escape sounds incredible. Let me just let Philly know and I’ll be on my way. Text me the address so I go to the right house.”

      “Cool. See you soon. Tell Philly I said hi.” Mallory, Finn’s wife, came from Philadelphia, hence her nickname Philly.

      Some people were just lucky, he thought as he hung up the phone. Finn, who also happened to be Luke’s twin brother, was one of the luckiest guys he knew. He had a beautiful wife, a family, the seat at the head of the family business once his Uncle Frank finally retired, and he was always smiling.

      In a way, he and Finn had a lot in common. They both showed little interest in leaving Center County, so it made sense for them to be the next generation of men to run the family business. Finn handled the fieldwork, and Ryan took care of the business end. So why had Finn managed so much more than him in the same amount of time?

      There was only one pizza joint in town, conveniently located a mile away from his new pad and run by the Marcellis, related to him by marriage on his cousin Kate McCullough’s side. Ryan tossed a generous tip in the jar on the counter, certain they’d be seeing a lot of him. They fought him about paying for the pie, but he insisted.

      The Chain by Fleetwood Mac rumbled from his truck speakers as he drove home, the delicious scent of Italian sauce and oregano filling the air. An ice cold six-pack sat to his right on the center console, the perfect complement to a hot pizza.

      He loved that his house was on the corner lot. Finn’s truck idled at the curb as Ryan pulled into the driveway. In that moment, he decided the back door would be the main entrance. It made sense, since it was closest to where he’d park.

      He shut off the truck and his headlights poured over the neighbor’s shed. Something moved in the shadows and he squinted. A small figure parked the bike against the fence and climbed off. A female, small, possibly a teenager. Blocking her eyes from the beaming headlights, she stared at his truck.

      Her face turned and he noticed her small upturned nose with a spattering of freckles on otherwise pale skin as she looked back at him. Her lips were full and eyes large. Her wavy, brown hair streamed from beneath a gray wool beanie cap.

      He hit the switch to kill the lights but regretted his decision the moment her figure nearly vanished in the dark. As she moved a few steps, the narrow frame of her shoulders bundled in an oversized hooded sweatshirt caught the moonlight.

      There was something familiar about her. Of course, there weren’t many mysterious residents in a town with a population under four thousand. But who was she? Had they met before?

      The passenger door jerked open, startling him out of his trance. “This place is great,” Finn said in greeting, grabbing the pizza off the front seat. “Smells good. You get this from Vincenzo Marcelli’s?”

      Ryan glanced back at the bike, and the woman was gone. He returned his stare to Finn. “Yeah. Did you see that girl?”

      “What girl?” Finn followed his stare. “Someone over there?”

      Had he imagined her? He grabbed the beer and climbed out of the truck. “I must be seeing things.” But he could swear he saw her.

      He led Finn through the back door. “I don’t have any furniture yet, so we’ll have to rough it.”

      “I’m sure we’ll survive. This is really nice, Ry.”

      “Thanks. Tomorrow I’m heading to McGinty’s to see about getting some furniture.”

      They each cracked open a beer. Finn flipped a cardboard box over in the center of the living room and used it as a coffee table for the pizza. The warm mozzarella and hot marinara sauce seemed the perfect end to a great day.

      “How’re Mallory and the kids?”

      “Can’t complain.”

      “And did I hear you now have rabbits?”

      Finn laughed and groaned. “I think the one’s pregnant. I could shoot Philly for agreeing to let the kids get them.”

      “Fertile land you come from. And you know what they say about rabbits…”

      “That they have a libido only second to McCulloughs?”

      Ryan laughed. He was probably right, being that there were now something like thirty-five of them living up on what the family referred to as McCullough Mountain.

      “Something like that.”

      His cousin grinned. “That rabbit isn’t the only thing packing heat.”

      Ryan stilled, a warm mouthful of sauce and cheese forgotten on his tongue. “Mallory’s pregnant again?” He stared in shock.

      Finn’s smile stretched from ear to ear. “Guilty.”

      Ryan swallowed with a gulp. “Holy crap. That’s five kids, Finn. Five! What the hell are you gonna do with five kids?”

      He shrugged and happily reached for another slice. “Maybe start a minor league baseball team or form the next band of junior river dancers. We could call ourselves the Irish Von Trapps.” He laughed. “We’ll just make it work. Just like my parents did. It all comes together in the end.”

      “You’re going to be overrun by redheads and bunnies.”

      Finn laughed. “It’s great.”

      “And how’s Mallory feeling?”

      “Exhausted, but happy.”

      “Aunt Maureen must be thrilled.”

      Finn held up a finger. “She doesn’t know yet. We just found out on Wednesday and Philly wants to tell everyone after the morning sickness ends, so don’t tell your mum until then.”

      “She’s not speaking to me at the moment, so your secret’s safe.”

      “Baloney. I heard she’s got a freezer full of casseroles for you. With Pat so busy doing his residency and Tristan preoccupied with family, you’re her number one. She’s just pouting and enjoying the sympathy. It’ll pass in a few days once she misses you. Besides, there’s no way she’s going to let you decorate this place without meddling. The women in our family don’t know how to back off. Believe me, she’s happy for you.”

      “Well, she sure has a funny way of showing it.”

      “She’s an O’Leahey woman, Ry. They’re all insane. But Aunt Rose has always been the most logical of the three, so she’ll come around. Maybe stop by Ashlynn’s Farmers’ Market and pick her up some flowers or something. Sort of a peace offering.” He tossed his crust into the box with the other bit off pieces. “Either that or have fun watching Tristan eat all your dinners.”

      Ryan laughed. “He’s such a kiss ass.”

      “No kidding. Even my mum swoons whenever he comes by. It’s that damn southern charm.”

      He gave Finn the grand tour, and when the six-pack was gone, he walked him out. Finn was a great cousin, a great business partner and supervisor at the lumberyard, and an even greater friend. Since their dads were on the verge of retirement, the responsibility of the business fell into their laps. Together they made an unstoppable team, Ryan thought.

      “Thanks for coming by.”

      “Thanks for the invite. It’s a great place, Ry. You should be proud of yourself.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, I am.”

      That night, he lay in bed thinking about all the items he needed to buy. Good thing he padded his loan from the bank, because he basically needed everything from new faucets to curtains. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day.
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