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      Olivia Annesley sat beside her high school student at a small table in her classroom and graded his latest homework assignment. Jensen bit his thumbnail nervously, just like she remembered his father Aiden doing when they were in high school together almost twenty years ago.

      Images of Aiden O’Malley surfaced in her mind—long, auburn hair, thick beard and tall lean form. She mentally shook her head to rid herself of the images. Twenty years was a long time to hold onto a crush.

      She switched her focus back to Jensen’s homework. Mathematics was a difficult subject for most of her high school students, and Jensen was no exception. What set him apart was his actual desire to learn. He’d asked for extra credit work to raise his grades. At thirty-five and teaching for almost twelve years, she’d grown to appreciate students like Jensen.

      “Calm down,” she said, laughing to herself. If Jensen chewed that cuticle any further, he’d have nothing left. “It looks good.”

      “Really?” he asked.

      She understood why some of her students feared mathematics but she loved the subject. To her, the surety of math had been an anchor during a turbulent childhood filled with chaos and high emotions in her home.

      Olivia enjoyed helping students. It had become her passion in recent years, taking students who were lacking self-esteem and guidance and helping them find their way. She just wished she could do the same for her own self-confidence.

      She swallowed back the memories of her mother’s harsh words.

      Instead, she took her pen and marked the lines in his answer that were technically incorrect but got him to the right answer. She understood why he was so nervous. Jensen wanted to graduate with honors to secure a scholarship he’d applied for earlier in the semester. He was working hard to make his family proud, a family she knew well since his Aunt Clare was her best friend. Growing up in the small, coastal town of Baxter Bay, Massachusetts, meant most people knew each other.

      “Just remember,” she said, glancing from his homework to Jensen, “sin is opposite over hypotenuse.”

      “It all sounds like Greek to me.” A deep male voice chuckled from the doorway.

      Aiden.

      Olivia carefully gripped her pen, trying to steady her hand. As much as she’d tried to calm her body’s response over the years, anytime Aiden came close, her heart tripped in her chest and she felt flushed.

      She scolded herself for being so juvenile. She was a grown woman for goodness’ sake. Why couldn’t she get over her childhood crush? It wasn’t like he reciprocated the feelings. They were friends, yes, but any more than that she was sure was just dreaming on her part.

      She turned her head toward his voice and stared at him. His long hair was pulled back in a ponytail, revealing a strong jaw covered with a rust-colored beard, just a hint darker than that of his hair. He looked like a rugged mountain man and a sexy male model all rolled up into one.

      Her reaction to Aiden’s physical presence had always been too intense, too visceral, even that first time she saw him playing basketball at Clare’s house when she was only ten. He’d been moving around the court, so agile and fearless, his young body showing the potential of the man he would become. Twenty-five years later, she still got butterflies whenever Aiden O’Malley came near her.

      “I got your text that you were staying after school,” Aiden said to his son.

      “Hey, Dad,” Jensen said, rising from the table. “Ms. Annesley is just helping me work through some homework problems.” He combed a hand through his thick auburn hair, hair that looked so much like his father’s, it was scary.

      Olivia lowered her head, busying herself with straightening papers. She couldn’t face Aiden for fear he’d see how much he affected her. “I’m helping him with some extra credit homework,” she said nervously.

      “Extra credit, huh, bud?” Aiden said, walking into the classroom. “That’s awesome.”

      She steeled herself against her physical reaction. She knew from experience his presence would leave the lingering aroma of his cologne, a blend of spices and Aiden that she’d grown to love.

      “Sorry, I didn’t get here earlier,” Aiden said, his voice coming closer. “Sarah called in sick, and I didn’t have a back-up bartender.” Aiden worked at his family’s pub and restaurant. “Thankfully Breena came in early.”

      She raised her head and smiled at the mention of his sister. “How’s she doing?”

      “Crazy as ever.” Aiden laughed. Not for the first time, Olivia wished she had siblings who loved her as much as Aiden’s five brothers and sisters did each other.

      “And your dad?” she asked. His father had a heart condition that had forced him to retire early from their family’s pub. Aiden had been working in the bar for years, in between other side jobs, but had to take over management when his father left.

      “He’s good, just can’t do as much as he wants.” Aiden laughed. “We have to force him to rest now. You know my dad.”

      And she did. Mr. O’Malley was like a second father to her. Having been part of their family for so many years, she knew Aiden’s father was a hard worker, a trait obviously inherited by his son and grandson.

      Jensen quickly shoved his book and paperwork into his bag. “Thanks again, Ms. A.”

      She stood and cleared her throat. “No problem, Jensen. You’re really grasping the concepts now.”

      She watched Jensen leave her classroom. Quickly turning away, she avoided Aiden’s direct gaze.

      “Everything okay, Liv?”

      Olivia raised her head at the name. Only Aiden had ever called her Liv, and she liked it. She drew in a deep breath and the scent of his cologne overtook her senses. His hazel-green eyes met hers. God, he had beautiful eyes, and the longest lashes she’d ever seen on a man.

      “Liv?” he asked again.

      She blinked several times, trying to force herself to speak. What was wrong with her? She was an adult now, a teacher, a professional. She needed to get control of her emotions. “Yes?” she finally answered.

      He grinned as if that one word made him completely and utterly happy.

      She blushed.

      His full lips curved even higher, revealing beautiful white teeth and a sexy-as-sin smile that left a girl wishing she could kiss him until dawn.

      “You’re coming to my birthday party Saturday night, right?”

      Was she? Of course she was. Although she had no idea what to wear. Should she go for sexy or keep it casual? Either way, she’d be nervous.

      “Liv?”

      “Oh, yes.” She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. “I’ll be there.”

      Aiden’s smile widened, an expression he didn’t wear often, not since his wife’s death two years ago. Actually, Aiden had lost his smile long before his wife’s death. Someday maybe she’d have nerve enough to ask him why.

      “Good,” he said. “I can’t wait to see you.”

      “Come on, Dad,” Jensen called from the hallway. “I’m going to be late for lacrosse practice.”

      Aiden glanced over his shoulder then turned back to Olivia. “I know I said I didn’t want him to have his own car, but now I’m thinking that was a mistake.” He chuckled, the vibrations hitting Olivia in all the right places. “Thanks for helping Jensen, Liv. I really appreciate it.”

      She coughed and cleared her throat, taking a step back. “Of course, it’s no big deal. You know I care for Jensen.” And she did. She cared about all her students.

      He raised a skeptical brow.

      “What?” She shrugged. “I do.”

      “He’s a seventeen-year-old boy ruled by hormones and hunger.”

      She laughed. “I remember his father being the same way at seventeen.” Oh, god, where had that comment come from?

      “True.” Aiden gave a throaty chuckle. “I can’t deny that. But I never cared about grades the way Jensen does.” His gaze roamed over her body from head to toe, and his eyes narrowed. “But then, my math teacher never looked like you.”

      Her face heated from the rush of embarrassment his words had brought. What was he saying?

      “Don’t look so surprised, Liv. You’re a beautiful woman. Inside and out.”

      She opened her mouth to say something—anything, but nothing came out. She’d always known she and Aiden were friends—or, rather friendly, but in all the time she’d known him, she couldn’t ever recall Aiden O’Malley calling her beautiful.

      She certainly didn’t feel beautiful. The words of her overbearing mother rang through her head when she’d overheard her once talking about Olivia to a friend.

      She’s not pretty but thank god she’s smart.

      Olivia had worked hard over the years to overcome her insecurities, little seeds of doubt her mother had planted—she was too tall, her hips too wide, her eyes set too far apart. No matter how much she tried, Olivia was never good enough for her mother. And, in turn, never good enough for herself.

      “Liv,” Aiden said.

      Olivia glanced up, breaking herself from her thoughts.

      Aiden smiled. “I’ll see you Saturday then?”

      “Eight o’clock?” she asked, even though she had the entire invitation memorized.

      His grin grew and something in her belly flipped. She pushed back her insecure thoughts. Maybe this was her time with Aiden.

      “Yeah, eight o’clock,” he said.

      “I’ll be there.”

      As he walked out the door, she stood in the middle of her classroom, face flushed, her fingers tingling with excitement.

      You’re a beautiful woman.

      Maybe this party was her chance to make a move, push past the “sister’s best-friend” zone and go for what she’d always wanted.

      Aiden O’Malley.
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      Aiden stood in the cereal aisle, trying to pick a flavor he and Jensen both liked but his thoughts were elsewhere.

      Olivia.

      He’d told her she was beautiful. And she was. She was gracious and caring too. And smart as a whip. He loved that about her. But he couldn’t say all that. He knew she would never believe him. Clare had told him that her childhood had been less than ideal. Maybe that was why she’d blown off his comment. He’d have to ask her someday. Someday. That was the problem. “Someday” might never come.

      He’d wanted to ask her out for a while now, but their timing always seemed to be off. When they’d been teenagers the age gap had seemed like too much. She was only seventeen when he was twenty. Then he’d gotten married at twenty-two. But he’d been widowed now almost two years, so why was it taking him so long to make a move? Last year he’d begun to build up the nerve, but then she’d started dating a fellow teacher which had thwarted his chances.

      But now, now she was single and he was still being a chickenshit. He knew the reason why. Olivia probably wanted more—marriage, children, the whole nine yards. He wasn’t sure he wanted any of that anymore. Having endured many years of a less-than-fulfilling marriage, and with a child who was almost out of high school, he was moving on to a different phase in his life. But he’d never felt so stuck before, like he had no options in their small town.

      He knew Olivia was kind and considerate, always wanting to offer a helping hand and extending compassion to those in need. In a small town, it was hard to hide your good deeds. Or your bad, he chuckled to himself. Everyone spoke highly of Olivia’s dedication to her students too. And more than that, she was honest. She had always confessed to wrong-doings when she and his sister were clearly in trouble when they were younger. Something he and his brothers never did. Honesty was a trait he admired in people. Mostly, because he hadn’t had it in his own marriage.

      Maybe it was time for him to get over his infatuation with Olivia, try dating women who were already past the desire to marry and have children. Maybe a woman who had children of her own. Children who were nearly grown. And a woman who wasn’t thinking of starting over with more babies. But always, his thoughts came back to Olivia.

      Liv. His Liv, as he sometimes thought of her.

      He scanned the cereal aisle for the third time, trying to find something that sounded good. That’s when he saw Olivia, bent over, retrieving a box of granola from the bottom shelf. Her ass was full and round, just like he liked. God, he was being a dick for noticing such a thing. But he’d need to be dead not to.

      He watched as she juggled her small portable basket in one hand, her cereal box in the other. Her hands were full so he stepped closer, reaching out to help her. She stood, hair in her face so he reached out and tucked a strand behind her ear.

      “Hi,” he said, smiling.

      She stood stock still, staring at him, mouth slightly ajar. He quickly looked down to see if his fly was open.

      “Liv,” he said. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, um, yes,” she finally said. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “Can’t decide on a cereal either?” he asked.

      She smiled and the expression lit up her face, making her look like an angel. Shaking her head, he noticed her hair finally fall back into place. “No, I can’t. And you?”

      “Nope,” he answered. “There are so many different kinds I’d like to try but never have the guts, so I usually just go for my regular flavor.”

      “Which is?” she asked.

      He reached out and grabbed the bran flakes.

      She laughed. “Is constipation already taking hold of you? Aren’t you a little young to need extra fiber?”

      He chuckled, thankful she was being playful with him. Most times she seemed to shy away whenever he was around, but today she was a little more outgoing. Maybe now was the time to ask her out. She probably wanted marriage though. And a kid. They obviously wanted different things. Why was he overthinking this? It didn’t mean he couldn’t ask her and find out.

      “You know they say you can tell a lot about people by what’s in their cart,” she said, glancing over at his.

      He looked down. Two packages of steaks, a five-pound bag of potatoes, and beer.

      She looked back up at him. “No veggies?”

      “Potatoes are a vegetable.”

      She laughed again.

      “What’s in your basket?” He stole a peek and of course found fruits, vegetables, ice cream…and a box of tampons.

      “Oh my god,” she said, covering up the box with her cereal.

      “I’m so glad I have a boy,” he said, biting the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning.

      “I’m so embarrassed,” she said, her face bright with color.

      “Don’t be,” he said. “I used to buy them for Janelle all the time.”

      “Really?” She sounded surprised.

      “I’m not a neanderthal, Liv. Having a period is part of a woman’s life.”

      Her face flushed even more.

      Oh, god, why had he said the word “period.” How could he change the subject?

      He cleared his throat. “Listen, I wanted to thank you again for helping Jensen with his homework.”

      “I love to help my students learn,” she said.

      “Not a lot of teachers care as much as you do,” he said.

      She shook her head. “That’s not true. We all care. It’s just that not everyone has as much extra time as I do. They have families, friends, lives…”

      An inner voice began to chant “Ask her out. Ask her out.” Something akin to bees erupted in his stomach and his hands began to sweat as if he was a teenager asking a girl to prom.

      “So, Liv,” he started out, hands shaking. “I was wondering⁠—”

      “What’s up, old man?” Someone clasped his shoulder.

      He turned. “Oh, hey, Owen.” Of course he’d been cock blocked by his brother.

      “What are you two up to, over here in deep conversation?” Owen asked, glancing from Olivia to Aiden.

      Aiden turned back toward Liv. Why was she blushing? It wasn’t like they’d been doing anything inappropriate. Unless sharing constipation issues and periods was considered unseemly. Which, thinking about it now, probably was.

      “We were commiserating over which cereal to buy,” Aiden finally answered.

      “I’m a Coco Puffs kind of guy,” Owen said, reaching past Aiden for a box and throwing it into his shopping basket.

      Aiden laughed. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “You are kind of coo-coo.” Liv giggled.

      They both stared at her before Owen burst out laughing. “You’re right about that, my friend.”

      Again, Owen stared first at Aiden then at Olivia, a frown on his face. Could he tell that Aiden had been about to do something stupid, like ask Olivia out?

      “Well, I’ll leave you two cats to it. I need to get back to the shop. I’ve got a Mercury outboard four-stroke calling my name.”

      “It’s kind of late for work, isn’t it?” Olivia asked.

      He winked. “Not when you own the marine shop.”

      Something in Aiden’s stomach tightened at the gesture. Why was his brother winking at Olivia? And why did he care so much?

      Owen slapped him on the back. “I’m off, brother,” he said, strolling back down the aisle, whistling a tune that sounded like “Get Lucky” by Daft Punk.

      “He’s so funny,” Olivia said as she watched him walk away.

      Oh shit, was she attracted to Owen? Aiden hoped not.

      “You have no idea,” Aiden said, shaking his head. Owen was the family clown, rarely serious about anything except boats and the marina he owned.

      “Are you looking forward to your party?” she asked.

      Not really, he wanted to say, but he knew that sounded rude. “Kind of,” he answered instead.

      “Kind of?” she questioned him.

      “You know I’m not one for big celebrations in my honor.”

      She nodded. “I remember growing up, you never liked to be the center of attention.”

      She was right. That’s why Aiden preferred to be on the other side of the bar at their pub. He liked listening to other people’s secrets, not divulging his own.

      “Well, I better get going.” Olivia turned. “I’ve got a lot of homework to grade tonight.”

      “Didn’t you just tell Owen it was too late to be working?”

      “Unfortunately, my work doesn’t stop when the bell rings.”

      “You’re so dedicated,” he said.

      “I really love what I do,” she answered. And he knew she did. That’s what made her such a great teacher.

      “Enjoy your manly meal.” She nodded toward his cart and laughed.

      He loved hearing her laugh, he thought. “Enjoy your veggies and ice cream.”

      “Oh,” she raised her brows, “I will.” And without another word, she strolled down the aisle, leaving him standing, watching her behind sway in her dress pants. Shit, why did he have to notice that? Because he was a man and who wouldn’t notice Olivia Annesley?

      He sighed, realizing another missed opportunity. Maybe they just weren’t meant to be.
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      Saturday night Aiden pushed through the swinging door to the kitchen at O’Malley’s Pub and Pasta. Hopefully, this part of his family’s restaurant would be an overlooked sanctuary. He’d do anything to escape the ever-growing crowd outside.

      Why he’d let Owen talk him into such a big birthday party he’d never know. He was only thirty-eight. Who had a party at thirty-eight? But then again, it was Owen. Every day was a party for him.

      “What are you doing in here, birthday boy?” his grandmother asked, standing behind the stainless-steel counter, one arm stirring something in a large bowl. He had no idea what she was mixing but it had to be something amazing if his Italian grandmother was making it.

      His family was half Irish, half Italian, which meant they always ate well. It was one of the reasons why the pub had expanded ten years ago to include a restaurant as well, and why it was so successful.

      “What are you making, Nonna?” he asked his grandmother.

      “Don’t look!” someone screeched. Charlotte, their “cook” as Nonna called her, slid around the high-topped counter, her glasses sliding down her nose. Charlotte was one of the best chefs in the region and they were lucky to have her on staff.

      Aiden’s eyes fixated on the cake behind her, which wasn’t hard to do since she was just a sliver over five feet tall.

      Charlotte scowled and pointed at him as though he was a naughty schoolboy. “I said don’t look.”

      Warm, soft hands wrapped around his head and covered his eyes. Aiden chuckled. He would recognize Gigi’s perfume a mile away.

      “Don’t peek,” his other grandmother’s Irish brogue echoed behind him.

      His grandmothers couldn’t be more opposite. Where one was quiet, the other was boisterous. When one wept, the other comforted. And at thirty-eight, he understood how fortunate he was to have both grandmothers in his life. Especially since his mother had passed away almost eight years ago.

      He pulled Gigi’s delicate hands away. “Okay, okay, I won’t look.” He turned and wrapped his arms around her small, round frame, enjoying her loving embrace.

      “Happy Birthday, my first grandbaby boy,” she whispered in his ear.

      He laughed. Being the oldest O’Malley grandchild made him feel his age.

      She slipped her arms around him as best she could and patted his back.

      They held each other for several moments before he pulled back, not surprised to see tears in her eyes. His Gigi was the matriarch of their family, despite Nonna’s Italian heritage, and quite sentimental when it came to monumental events like birthdays.

      “Thank you, Gigi.” He kissed her cheek. He loved his grandmothers fiercely and would do anything to make them happy.

      “I told him first,” Nonna said, still busy whipping the ingredients in her bowl.

      Gigi rolled her eyes and said something in Gaelic, shaking her head. “Italians.” She waved dismissively. “Always in a race.”

      “Oddio!” Nonna hollered. “Irish. Always a step behind.”

      Despite their animosity, his grandmothers were actually best friends. They’d grown even closer after the death of his mother. His entire family really had, now leaning on his grandmothers and each other for support.

      “Where’s Dad?” Aiden asked.

      Nonna shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s not out there with you?”

      “He’s probably behind the bar, slinging up drinks,” Charlotte said, still standing guard over the cake.

      “I’ll go help him.”

      “No!” they all shouted.

      He stepped back, surprised by their outburst.

      “This is your birthday, Aiden Giuseppe,” Nonna said. “Go. Spend time with your friends. The entire town is here to wish you well.” She shooed him with her whisk, the batter dripping all over the countertop.

      “Francesca,” Gigi admonished, “you’re making a mess.”

      “That’s what we have you for, Imogen.” Nonna laughed, a hearty Italian sound that had Aiden laughing along with her. “Italians cook. Irish clean.”

      Gigi raised a warning brow, which made Nonna laugh harder.

      “You better go,” Charlotte said, nodding toward the swinging doors he’d entered through.

      “I think you’re right.” He reached over the counter to swipe at the batter in Nonna’s bowl.

      With the dexterity of a teenager, she dropped the whisk and swatted his hand. “Smettila! This is for the party.”

      “Ow,” he moaned, shaking his hand. “It’s my birthday party.”

      “Shoo.” She motioned with her head.

      Gigi stepped up on her tiptoes, clasping his face in her hands and kissed both his cheeks. “You’re loved by so many, Aiden. I hope you realize that.”

      Did he? He wasn’t so sure most days.

      “We’ll see you in a bit, sweetheart.” She reached for the hair tie at the back of his head. “Take this out. Why have all that gorgeous hair if you’re just going to tie it up?”

      “Not in my kitchen!” Nonna shouted. “No long hair. Go!”

      “Whose kitchen?” Gigi asked.

      Nonna mumbled something in Italian that sounded a lot like a curse word she’d have washed his mouth out with soap for saying when he was younger.

      “Go.” Gigi turned him toward the door and gently pushed him, pulling out his hair tie at the same time. “Try to enjoy yourself, okay?”

      “All right, all right.” He laughed, shaking out his hair and placing the hair tie on his wrist. Drawing in a deep breath, he pushed through the swinging doors and out into the throng of people. Being a bartender and manager of the pub, he was used to large crowds, just not ones there to celebrate him.

      “Happy Birthday,” several people called.

      He waved and stood on the landing that separated the bar area from the kitchen. Surveying the large establishment, Aiden allowed the sights and sounds of the pub to wash over him. This place and the people in it had been a second home to him since he was a child.

      He studied the massive oak bar imported from Ireland, along with the row of leather-topped stools that lined the long counter. To the left were booths as well as tables and chairs. Huge windows overlooked the boardwalk and Baxter Bay. In the middle of the room was a regulation size pool table. To the right was the “Den of Iniquity,” as his father called it. The space was three steps down from the pub with a fireplace in the corner, which was flanked by huge leather chairs and rich oak tables. This was a more intimate part of the pub, a place where people could relax and unwind. His favorite place if he were honest. Maybe he could hide here all evening.

      “Happy Birthday, big brother,” a singsong voice called from the stairs above him.

      He turned and watched as his baby sister, Breena, descended the stairs from their formal restaurant upstairs, her red hair floating behind her.

      “How’s everything up there?” He inclined his head toward the stairs.

      “Busy,” she said, gliding down to the landing. “But Hailey and Quincy have everything covered until closing.”

      She slid her arms around his waist and squeezed him tight. “I like your hair down.” She tousled the strands. “And your cologne smells good too.”

      He stepped back and looked down at her. “You know, you don’t have to butter me up like the rest of the family. It’s okay if you didn’t buy me a gift for my birthday.”

      She stared up at him with those emerald green eyes that had gotten her out of trouble many times over. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders and she offered up a coy smile. That expression, he knew had often brought grown men falling to their knees at her feet.

      She giggled. “Oh, I have something for you.”

      He cocked a brow. “You just haven’t bought it yet?”

      “Exactly!” she exclaimed, smiling proudly as if she’d done something remarkable.

      He loved his baby sister for a multitude of reasons, mostly for the unconditional love she’d always shown him, but her gift-giving skills, or lack thereof, wasn’t one of them.

      “I’ll buy you a shot,” she said.

      “Breena, our family owns the pub. I’m a bartender here. So are you.”

      “So?” She looked genuinely hurt.

      “So, buying me a shot is not a present.” He rolled his eyes. “Okay, just one though. I don’t want to get hammered. Not tonight.” He had more than enough bad memories surrounding this day. He didn’t need to nurse a hangover too. He draped his arm around her shoulders as they descended the staircase from the kitchen into the pub. Besides he wanted to have all his faculties when Olivia arrived.

      “Why not get drunk?” she asked. “It’s your birthday.”

      “I have to work tomorrow. I don’t want to be hurting.”

      “Tomorrow is Sunday. We don’t open until after church.”

      Aiden snorted. Breena hadn’t been to church since she’d been baptized as an infant.

      “Fine. Two.” He held up two fingers.

      She reached up and began to unfold more fingers, giggling.

      He fisted his hand and rubbed her head. Hard.

      “Oww!” She patted the spot he’d burned with his rubbing. “That hurt.”

      “It was supposed to.”

      She reached up and tugged on a strand of his hair.

      “Oww!” He yanked it from her grip. “That hurt.”

      “It was supposed to.” She winked and flashed her wicked grin. “Let me guess, Gigi pulled out your hair tie.”

      “Yeah, she did.” He tugged the band on his wrist, working it loose to pull his hair back again.

      Breena’s hand stopped him. “Don’t,” she said softly.

      “Why?” He didn’t understand why she would care.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, it’s just—” She stared at him intently for a few seconds. “—good to let your hair down sometimes, you know?”

      No, he didn’t. He had a teenage son and a family business relying on him. He didn’t have the luxury of partying as if he was twenty-five like Breena did. Not that he had ever done that, even when he was twenty-five. He’d been married with a baby by that time.

      “Yeah, I know,” he said to appease her.

      “But you can shave this thing anytime.” She tugged on his beard.

      He reached up and touched the hair on his face. No one realized it was more of a mask than anything. He used it to hide himself from the world to avoid the questions so many had after his wife’s death.

      “Bree!” Breena’s friend called to her from the entryway.

      Bree squealed and waved her hands in the air like she was trying to flag down a plane. “Martina! I’m so glad you could make it.”

      Aiden laughed to himself. Only his sister would invite people to his birthday party and act as if it were her own. He loved her bubbly personality, was envious of it sometimes.

      She raced down the remaining steps, glancing over her shoulder. “For once, let loose tonight, big brother!” she yelled.

      Aiden fought to hold back his melancholy. It wouldn’t do him any good, and it would disappoint his family if he didn’t at least show some semblance of gratitude for the party they’d thrown him.

      It wasn’t that he was opposed to birthdays. But this was a yearly reminder of what he’d lost. Mostly his dreams. Of course, he’d yet to define what his dream was. He just knew working in his family’s pub wasn’t one of them. Although if he were honest with himself, he wasn’t even sure if that was true because if he wasn’t happy, he was at least comfortable working at his family’s establishment. Too comfortable.

      For too many years he’d been taking care of things and people—his wife, his son, his family’s pub and restaurant. Maybe thirty-eight would be the year of Aiden O’Malley.

      He’d raised a great son, who was close to graduating high school. And Jensen had managed not to get a girl pregnant—something his father had failed to do. That had to count for something. His family’s business was making more money than it had in years with him at the helm. Through it all though, none of it had been his dream.

      Something was missing. And he knew what that something was. He just didn’t want to think about it. Birthdays always brought back memories of his late wife and the guilt that had cost him happiness for years. It also reminded him of how much the truth hurt, but how he could no longer live without it.

      “Aiden!” someone yelled, slapping his back. “Happy Birthday, man.”

      He took the other man’s outstretched hand. “Hey, Billy. Thanks. Fishing must be bad if you can break away from your bait shop to come to my birthday party.”

      Billy laughed. “You look pretty good for forty,” he said.

      “I’m thirty-eight.”

      Billy squeezed his shoulder. “Close enough.”

      And it was. Forty was nipping at his heels, and still here he was, tending bar in his family’s pub. Where had his life gone?

      Most days, Aiden considered himself lucky to live in a small community where almost everyone literally knew your name. But that also meant everyone knew your business too. Thankfully, his family and friends didn’t know why his birthday was more painful than celebratory, a fact he intended to keep private.

      He winced as the memory of his wife of almost fifteen years marching into their bedroom on this day two years ago to tell him she wanted a divorce. He wasn’t surprised. Neither of them was happy in their marriage. Hadn’t been probably ever, if he were honest. The fact she chose his birthday to deliver her announcement was telling of Janelle’s personality. She’d always been selfish and spiteful, but until that day he’d never acknowledged it out loud. That day he had, telling her just what he thought of her. Which included many insults and lots of name calling. Something he still felt guilty about.

      But then, to everyone’s shock—his mostly—two weeks later she’d been killed in a car accident. For two years he’d never figured out a way to deal with the hurt, the anger, and more importantly, the guilt that consumed him.

      Most in the community assumed they’d been a happy couple and he the grieving widower. And he was, just not in the way everyone assumed. Of course, the reasons for his anger, the facts about his late wife’s death that no one knew but him, weren’t making his journey to forgiveness any easier—or his birthday any more pleasant.

      The front door swung open and a familiar voice rang through the pub. “Cuddle Muffin!” Owen shouted above the noise of the pub.

      “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. His brother was notorious for embarrassing him.

      “Oh, man.” Billy laughed. “He still calls you Cuddle Muffin, huh?”

      Aiden groaned. When he was a senior in high school, a freshman girl had written him a love letter and stuffed it in his locker. Well, what she thought was his locker. Turned out it was his brother Finley’s locker. Finley had taken it upon himself to share the note with his entire family.

      The damage had been done when his friends caught sight of the pink envelope and ripped it open. She’d addressed the letter to himself but referred to him as “Cuddle Muffin” in the note. Unfortunately, the name stuck.

      “Look what brother Owen brought,” he said, prancing toward Aiden, holding a huge bag in his hand.

      “Do I want to know?” Aiden asked.

      “Probably not.” Owen laughed.

      “Let’s take it in the back and I’ll open it there,” Aiden said, knowing it would be something embarrassing.

      “Oh, no.” Owen chuckled. “This is too good.”

      Aiden glanced around, not surprised to see a crowd had gathered. Owen had always been the class clown, drawing in people, wanted or not.

      Without asking, Owen dug into the large bag. “First is the gift you’ve been asking me for all year.” Owen held a folded package before shaking it out for everyone to see. “Those Nicholas Cage pillowcases you wanted.”

      Everyone burst out laughing.

      “I thought it was Justin Bieber he wanted,” Billy said.

      “Screw off, Billy,” Aiden growled.

      Owen laughed as he shoved the pillowcases at Aiden and dug into the bag again. “Next, these little beauties should keep you warm at night.” He held up three DVDs high in the air.

      All the women “ooed,” and all the men groaned.

      Aiden stared at the covers and shook his head. His brother had lost his mind.

      “Fifty Shades of Grey,” Owen said proudly. “The complete trilogy.”

      “I want those!” a female voice yelled. Aiden didn’t want to acknowledge he thought it might be one of his grandmothers.

      Owen dropped the DVDs back into the bag. “You’re welcome.”

      “I didn’t say thank you,” Aiden groaned.

      “And finally!” he shouted, ripping the last product from the bag. “A new pair of bed sheets, because, let’s face it, ladies, after watching Christian Grey, it’s hard not to⁠—”

      A large hand covered Owen’s mouth before he could finish the sentence. Aiden was thankful to see his father behind Owen.

      “What?” Owen mumbled.

      “Oh my god,” Breena said, pushing through the crowd. “Are those Twister bed sheets?”

      Owen knocked their father’s hand away. “Yes indeed, ma’am.” He beamed, as if he’d discovered the cure for male pattern baldness.

      “Cool,” she said, stuffing the sheets back into the gift bag. She yanked the gift from Owen and walked away. “You can keep the Nicholas Cage pillowcases,” she called over her shoulder. “He really does nothing for me.”

      “I want them!” someone shouted.

      Had Aiden really thought it was a good idea to live in a small town where everyone knew his personal business? He should have left years ago. If not for one stupid night almost two decades ago, he would have. The thought left him feeling melancholy on a night he should be celebrating, and for that, he felt guilty.

      Again.
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      Olivia stood at the dresser in her small bedroom, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She’d pulled her sandy blonde hair back in a high ponytail for Aiden’s party but was now doubting her styling choice. Was this her best look? She fought back the words of her mother.

      You look like a boy with your hair pulled back. Don’t ever wear it like that again.

      Biting her lip, she shook her head in disgust. Why did she have such a hard time releasing these words from her childhood?

      And why was she even worrying about how she looked in the first place? It was just another O’Malley birthday party. She’d known the family, been an honorary member, for most of her life. Which of course, was how long she’d fussed over her looks when it came to Aiden. Until today, it had seemed as if he’d hardly noticed her.

      Although the other day at the supermarket he’d talked to her. Laughed with her. And touched her gently. Her stomach fluttered at the memory of his fingers brushing aside her hair.

      “You need to stop,” she lectured her reflection. “He doesn’t like you.” Well, not like that anyway. But he had said she was beautiful, inside and out, earlier in her classroom and she couldn’t help but feel a warm tingle in her belly. “He was just being nice,” she whispered. But maybe not. Maybe there was something there after all.

      She groaned at her own reflection and reached for her ponytail holder to pull her hair down. “No, you’re not trying to impress him.” Well, yes she was. God, if people could hear how much she talked to herself, they’d never let her shape the minds of young children.

      Olivia wasn’t much of a drinker but maybe tonight she’d change that. She was shy at best and knew she needed a little liquid courage if she was going to approach Aiden. Especially now after his comment of her being beautiful. Maybe tonight would be the night she’d change the trajectory of her love life. Maybe she would finally ask him out on a real date. Maybe.

      She thought about totally redressing, putting on something sexier but that wasn’t who she was. Yes, she wanted his attention but not if it meant sacrificing her self-respect. She left her bedroom and walked to the front door, picking up her keys from the entryway table but stopped when she noticed the familiar envelope lying on the tabletop. She ran her fingers across the return address.

      University of California – Berkeley

      Department of Mathematics

      She turned the envelope over and pulled out a single slip of paper, unfolded it, and stared down at the note.

      From the Desk of Professor James M. Gruman, Ph.D.

      Professor Gruman had been her mentor and friend since she’d taken his undergraduate mathematics class as a freshman at Boston College. He’d continued to fan the spark of her love of math.

      The letter told her he’d recently taken a leadership position at the University of California-Berkeley and he wanted her to join him in this new adventure. Most people would be bored to tears by research in representation theory, but that’s what made Olivia different. Too different most times. And this internship could be her gateway to applying for her Ph.D.

      She stared at the five simple words that ended his note, letting them soak in.

      There’s still room…and time.

      Jim

      She’d never seriously contemplated the idea of working with him despite his repeated requests. She loved her life in Baxter Bay, or so she thought. Even though the idea of research appealed to her on so many levels, she’d never thought about making a move. Maybe it was time for her to go for something bigger than she’d dared dream.

      She laid the letter down and glanced through the back windows of her house at the ocean beyond. The dark blue waves crashed into the sand, much like her thoughts about this proposed internship with Jim.

      There seemed little reason to stay in Baxter Bay. Her life had plateaued. Yes, she loved her job but she could be a teacher anywhere. Her parents were in Florida now, she had no family close by. Lord knew it wasn’t like men were knocking down her door for dates in Baxter Bay. Especially not Aiden. And she wasn’t getting any younger.

      Sure, she’d had relationships in the past but none had ended well. She discovered her college boyfriend had only been dating her for the tutoring she’d provided. At twenty-five, she thought she’d met “the one” but it turned out he wasn’t. He’d cheated on her, excusing his act by telling her she was boring in bed. And her latest attempt with a science teacher at her high school had ended before it even begun. She didn’t want to think of the reason why they’d all failed but in her heart she knew why. None of them had been Aiden.

      She loved Massachusetts and Baxter Bay. The ocean calmed her wayward thoughts from childhood. And walking by the lighthouse just off in the distance was one of the brightest spots of her day. Could she walk away from this?

      This place had become a respite when she was a child, escaping her parents’ volatile relationship. She would spend every summer and many school holidays in Baxter Bay with her grandmother.

      She’d loved the town so much she’d moved here permanently after she’d graduated college. And when her grandmother had passed away and left the little cottage to Olivia, she’d been thankful and blessed. She missed her grandmother terribly but felt her presence in this home. Her grandmother’s spirit lifted her up on dark days. Comforting her when she thought about the children she wasn’t reaching, the men she wasn’t falling in love with, and the children of her own she wasn’t having.

      Suddenly, her phone pinged with a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Clare

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You home?

      

      

      

      

      

      Clare? Why was her best friend asking if Olivia was home? She’d already told Olivia she and her husband Neil wouldn’t be able to make the party.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. Heading out to Aiden’s party soon. What’s up?

      

      

      

      

      

      She stood for several moments, expecting a response but when none came, she started for the front door. Just as she reached for the handle, the doorbell rang.

      Olivia looked out the peephole.

      “Clare?” she said.

      “Livy,” her friend moaned on the other side.

      Oh my goodness, what could have brought her best friend this far from home with no warning?

      She pitched her purse and keys onto the entryway table and worked the locks of the door, throwing it open.

      Clare fell into her arms, her shoulders racking with sobs.

      Olivia’s stomach clenched with fear. “Clare, are you all right?” She squeezed her tight. “Is Neil all right? What’s wrong?”

      “Th-that…” she stuttered through her sobs. “That, that prick!”

      “Prick? Who?”

      “Neil!” she shouted.

      “What happened to Neil?” she asked.

      “It’s not what happened to him, it’s who.” She sniffed. “Or is it whom?” She stared up at the ceiling.

      Olivia snapped her fingers. “Clare, focus.”

      “It doesn’t matter. That prick is having an affair. Has been for a long time.”

      Olivia’s mouth fell open in surprise. “Are you sure?” She couldn’t imagine Clare’s husband would do something like that. He’d always seemed like a kind and decent man to her.

      Clare dug through her purse and pulled out a small scrap of material. “Does this look like something I’d wear?”

      Olivia studied the article of clothing. “Clare, is that underwear?”

      “Yes.” She punctuated the word by shoving the piece of clothing in the air. “Yes. These are fucking panties. Thongs!”

      Olivia bit back a laugh at Clare’s aversion to skimpy underwear.

      “Don’t you dare laugh, Olivia Marie Annesley, or I swear I will…well, I don’t actually know what I’ll do.”

      The underwear fell to the floor and Olivia gathered her friend into her arms. “How did one pair of underwear make you think Neil is cheating?”

      Clare pulled back and wiped at her eyes. “He’s been acting weird for a while now. I went online to research his behavior and he has all the signs of cheating.”

      Olivia stared at her. “Seriously, Clare? You’re making this determination on ‘facts’” she used air quotes “you found on the internet.”

      “Look, it’s legit. The site was sponsored by Dr. Phil.”

      Olivia nodded, knowing there was no reasoning with her friend. “So, what other behaviors are there?”

      “Well.” She stepped back, ticking off the reasons on her finger. “He’s been working really late.”

      “He’s an investment banker. He’s always worked long hours.”

      “He smells weird when he gets home.”

      “Maybe he stopped to have a drink on the way home.”

      Clare pointed to her third finger. “He bought all new underwear.”

      Olivia’s brows furrowed as she studied Clare. Was it possible her friend was having a mental breakdown?

      Clare fisted both hands and stuck them on her hips. “Don’t look at me like that, Olivia. Everyone agrees, buying new underwear is the deciding factor that your spouse is screwing around.”

      “How is that a deciding factor?”

      “Because, they’re trying to impress their new lover,” Clare said as if she were the dumbest person on earth. Which, when it came to relationships, Olivia agreed she probably was. “He’s trying to impress a new woman. After six years of marriage, I just don’t do it for him.”

      Olivia studied Clare. Her usually pressed-to-perfection clothing was wrinkled and her coiffed hair was slightly disheveled, as if she’d been tugging at it.

      “Clare, I hardly think Neil has tired of you.” She waved a hand up and down her body. “You’re gorgeous, no matter how long you’ve been married.”

      “I confronted him,” she said.

      Well, that changed everything. “What did he say?”

      “He said the underwear probably belonged to Henrietta.”

      “Your maid?”

      She nodded. “But then I asked about him having an affair and he denied it, of course.”

      “You don’t believe him?”

      She shook her head, her eyes filling with tears. “Henrietta does do her laundry at our house sometimes and true, they could have been hers. But I just know,” she touched her chest, “in here. We lost it a long time ago.”

      Olivia enveloped Clare in her arms and held her tight while she cried. It was so unlike her best friend to break down in such spectacular fashion. This had to be a serious situation for sure. Her heart ached for her friend.

      “It will be okay, Clare,” Olivia said, not sure if that was true.

      “How do you know?” Clare asked, pulling back. Her eyes were red rimmed and her usually perfect makeup was slightly smeared.

      Olivia drew in a deep breath, trying to think of something to say that would ease her friend’s mind. “Well, I don’t have the exact formula⁠—”

      “Formula.” Clare chuckled. “You’re such a math nerd.”

      “See,” Olivia smiled, “you’re already feeling better, right?”

      “I knew I would if I came to see you.”

      “It’s been a while.”

      Ever since Clare and Neil had moved to Boston several years ago, their friendship had waned. It always made Olivia sad that they had grown apart, but she knew her friend was busy with her life in Boston.

      Clare stepped back and stared at her. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay, I’m just glad you’re here now.” She reached out and took one of Clare’s hands in hers. “We’ll figure it out, Clare Bear.”

      Clare snorted. “Oh, please, not Clare Bear.”

      “You deserve that, and worse.”

      “Why?”

      “You signed me up for an online dating service, Clare.”

      “But I told you I was going to.”

      Olivia shook her head. “I’ve gotten more dick pics and nudes than I ever knew possible. They won’t stop coming.”

      Clare burst into laughter. “Let me see.”

      “No.” Olivia stepped back, her face flushed with embarrassment.

      “You deleted them, didn’t you?”

      “Of course, I did.” She shook her head in disgust. “Some of them were horrible. And it’s not the sort of thing a teacher should have on her phone.”

      “Uggh.” Clare’s shoulders sagged. “You’re such a prude.”

      “And you’re a mess.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Come on.” She led Clare to her bedroom. “Let’s get you cleaned up so we can head to Aiden’s party. We’re already late.”

      “I feel really bad that I blew off my own brother’s birthday party.”

      “Everyone understands. You’re busy in Boston.”

      Clare stared out of the window into the fading light. “Not anymore,” she said. Glancing over her shoulder at Olivia, Clare’s face was a mix of fear and disappointment. “Can I spend the night?” she asked.

      Olivia walked toward her, taking a tissue and wiping at the mascara pooled underneath her eyes. “You’re always welcome here, Clare. You know that.”

      Another fresh round of tears slipped down her face. Clare gripped Olivia, holding her tight.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “I love you, Livy.”

      “Love you too, Clare Bear.”

      Clare laughed but Olivia knew it wouldn’t last. She knew the only place for her best friend to be right now was with her family. As much as she wanted to woo Aiden, her plans would have to wait.

      “Come on.” Olivia tossed the tissue into the wastebasket. “Let’s get you to the pub. It will make you feel better. There’ll be good food and good friends.”

      “And alcohol,” Clare added. “Lots of alcohol.”

      Olivia nodded. “Yeah, that too.” She just hoped Clare didn’t go completely wild and do something stupid until they figured out whether Neil’s infidelity was true. Something in her gut felt like Clare wasn’t far off base though. For her friend’s sake, she hoped it wasn’t’ true.
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