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Foreword

Dear Readers ~

This book was originally published as the fourth installment in the original MACQUIRE WOMEN series from The Wild Rose Press. I wrote Tiffany's story first and then the publisher wanted to make it a series, so I went backward and wrote Carly's story, then Serena's and her children's.

When I attained the copyrights back, I decided to republish them in the correct order so you could experience the lives and loves of the MacQuire women as they unfolded. 

THE VOICES of ANGLES is book 1 now. This is Carly and Mike's story.

PASSION'S PALETTE, book 2, explores Serena and Shamus Cleary's love affair.

SKATER'S WALTZ, book 3. Tiffany and Cole are front and center.

THERE'S NO PLACE LIKE HOME, book 4. Moira Cleary ( Serena's daughter) and Quentin Stapleton

and FIRST IMPRESSIONS completes the series with book 5 centering on Padric Cleary (Serena's son) and Dr. Clarissa Rogers.

I hope you enjoy reading all the books in the series as much as I did writing them. Some of the original text has been changed, updated, and modernized. Hopefully, these changes – although they don't change the storylines – will make the books easier to read.

Happy reading, and don't forget to believe in Happily Ever Afters. They really do exist.

~ Peg

​

Moira Cleary exited the Uber and took her first full breath in over twenty-four hours. As she stood in front of the farmhouse she’d been born in, exhausted and emotionally drained, tears started at the corners of her eyes. Mentally chastising herself, she dried them with an impatient swipe of her hand.

There was no use crying. It did no good, didn’t solve anything. She’d been crying for weeks and all it had left her with was red eyes and hiccups.

She was home. That’s all that mattered.

Home.

“Moira.”

Serena Cleary came through the front door, a paintbrush in one hand and a towel in the other.

“Mom.” The two suitcases fell from her hands and Moira ran up the wooden porch steps.

“Why didn’t you call us? I would have come to the airport to pick you up.” Serena placed the brush and towel on the porch table.

“I was able to catch an earlier flight.” She folded herself into Serena’s arms. Her mother’s natural warmth engulfed Moira, chasing away the cold that had chronically settled into her system, and a familiar whiff of turpentine tickled her nose as she melted into the welcoming embrace. “I didn’t get a chance to call. I just wanted to get home as soon as I could.” She glanced down at Serena’s hands. “You were painting.”

Moira looked back up into eyes she saw every day reflected back to her in the mirror. Eyes that knew her better than anyone else. Concern filled them right now.

“I was up in the studio.” Serena cradled her daughter’s cheeks in her hands. With a fret-etched frown, she said, “Baby.”

Like a faucet opening, the tears unleashed in full at the sound of heated worry in her mother’s voice. A sob broke from within her and Moira was helpless to stop it. She bit her bottom lip and lost the thin thread of control she’d been able to hold on to since she made the decision to come home.

Serena drew her back into her arms and rubbed a hand down her back, soothing; calming.

Moira hated being unable to control her emotions. She should have been able to get a grip on them now since she was home.

“Here comes your brother,” Serena said when the sound of a car speeding up the drive touched the air.

The youngest Cleary parked and then shot out of the car like a bullet. He galloped up the porch steps two at a time and then stopped short in front of them.

“Hey.” He rubbed a hand down Moira’s back, as their mother was. “You’re way early.”

Moira turned to look at up him, forced to tilt her head back a little. 

“Good God, Steps. When did you become a giant?” She swiped at the tears again, her gaze trailing from the top of her brother’s black-haired head, characteristically in need of a trim, down to his frayed sneakers.

Alastair grinned, bent, and took his sister into his arms, giving her a fierce, full-bodied squeeze. “You haven’t been home in a while, Mo. I kinda stretched over the winter.”

“Kinda? You’re almost as tall as Daddy. And where’d all this muscle come from?” she asked, pinching his bicep. “You feel like a tank.”

“I made varsity baseball.” Pride danced in a voice that changed from a squeak to a deep and jagged rumble with each new word. “Coach has us working out three hours a day.”

“It’s paid off.” She looked up into his face and saw the same anxious expression in his questioning blue eyes their mother had in hers. “By the way you’re both staring at me I can guess what I must look like.”

“What you look like is tired,” Serena said. She wrapped one of Moira’s hands in her own. “When was the last time you slept?” She gently tugged her into the house and slipped her other hand around her daughter’s slender waist, while her son retrieved the suitcases. “And more importantly, when was the last time you ate?”

Moira glanced around the foyer and sighed. Nothing had changed since she’d been gone. Thankfully. The wooden floors in the entryway were polished and shiny, as was the balustrade shooting up the central main staircase. Family photographs lined the wallpapered hallway leading back to the kitchen, where the Clearys spent most of their time. The music room, with Moira’s beloved Steinway, sat to the right, the bright and bold afternoon sunshine trickling through the bay window behind it. Roomy, cabbage rose slipcovered couches and chairs circled the room, and the smell of fresh lavender lingered in the air. Memories of sliding down the banister on Christmas mornings and running to see presents stashed under the tree ran through Moira’s head. The echo of a thousand piano lessons and practices whispered in the room. Housed here were laughter, love, and family; consistency, reliability, and stability. Everything that had been missing in her life; everything she’d been pining for.

“I had something small before I left Budapest.” She mentally crossed her fingers against the fib. If she told her mother the actual last time she’d been able to eat and keep something down, Serena would have marched her right into the kitchen and prepared a feast. “And I tried to sleep on the flights, but I’ve never been a good plane sleeper.”

The chronic pain in her stomach reared up, and, unconsciously, her hand flew to it. Serena squinted down at the movement. “Are you hungry?”

“Not really. My appetite’s been a little off lately.”

“More than a little,” Alastair said, squeezing by them on his way up the stairs, a suitcase in each hand. “You’re way too skinny, even for you.”

His offhand remark, made with what she knew was brotherly love and affection, caused Moira’s eyebrows to pull inward. “You try and eat well when you’re on the road all the time and we’ll see who’s skinny,” she called to his retreating back.

“I know that look,” she said when she turned back to her mother. She nibbled at her bottom lip again.

“You should.” Serena nodded as her elegantly sculptured eyebrows rose. “You’ve seen me use it enough times on your brothers. But never, as far as I can remember, on you. What’s wrong?”

Moira blew a long burst of frustrated air through her lips. “Oh, Mom.” She shook her head and rubbed her stomach. “I promise, everything will be fine. I just need some time. And I need some sleep,” she added, stifling a yawn.

“Baby, you’re home. You’ve got all the time in the world here, you know that.”

“I do. Which is why I couldn’t wait to get here.”

She moved back into Serena’s outstretched arms. Only she could give the love and comfort Moira so desperately needed.

Serena’s hand gently trailed up and down Moira’s back again. “Why don’t you go lie down for a while? Daddy isn’t due home for a few hours. It’s just the four of us, well five now, with you, for dinner. Paddy’s busy tonight. Since we didn’t expect you home until tomorrow, I don’t have anything special planned until then.”

“Mom, I don’t want a fuss.” She backed away from her mother’s hold. “Please. I just want you guys. No big Cleary shindig. I’m not up to it.”

Serena reached out and rubbed her hands down Moira’s arms. “No big shindig, Baby. Just us and the Stapletons for dinner. It’s been a long time since anyone has seen you. We’ve all missed you so much.”

Resigned to the fact she would have to face them all at one point, Moira nodded through another yawn.

“Go on up to your room and rest.” Serena kissed her temple. “I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”

Moira nodded and climbed the stairs, her legs feeling as if they had no more strength to hold her upright a moment longer.

In the room she’d grown up in, Moira pulled back the comforter, dropped onto her bed, and fell asleep before she could pull it back over herself.

***
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SOMETHING WARM, WET, and sticky gamboled across her fingers. Dragging back into consciousness, Moira immediately recognized the wet. And the cause. The rough texture of a long tongue licked her hand, moving back and forth in a rhythmic dance of branding.

Moira opened her eyes and saw pure love stare back at her.

“Rob Roy.”

The elderly black Labrador gave her hand one final swipe with his tongue, and then jumped onto the bed. A deep doggie groan escaped from his mouth at the effort, making Moira smile. His hot, moist breath blew over her face, followed by his tongue. Wrapping her arms around his massive neck, she noticed the circle of white that now ringed his eyes and colored his jaw. “I missed you, boy. So much.”

“Looks like the feeling’s mutual, Sis.”

Moira turned to find her twin brother seated in the oversized stuffed chair next to the fireplace.

“Pat.”

Moira appreciated—not for the first time—what a handsome man he was. She hadn’t seen him in over two years. At twenty-six then, he’d grown into his dashing good looks and maturity. Now, two years later, Padric Cleary had developed into a formidable and prosperous man, in addition, his twin thought with pride, to being a hunky-looking guy. 

Jet-black hair, just like their mother’s, was full and thick and ended just below his ears. If he let it get any longer, she knew it would start to curl at the ends. Those deep blue eyes, which could change from mirth to ice-cold annoyance in a heartbeat, were clear and bright. Like their father, Pat’s shoulders were broad, his torso long, muscular yet lean, like his legs. Moira could guess at the number of broken female hearts strewn all over the town in his wake.

“How long have you been sitting there?” She pushed up on her elbows and Rob Roy took the opportunity to hunker down next to her. The length of his aging body stretched out next to hers, gave off comfort and warmth, as he’d done since she was a child. Moira ran a loving hand across his neck and behind his ears.

“A few minutes.” Pat rose to his full height and came to stand beside her bed.

“Why are all the men in this family suddenly giants?” she asked, leaning back to stare up at him. “Steps towers over me, and I swear the last time I was home, he barely came to my chin. And you. You’re huge.”

Pat’s grin came fast. With a quick shove to her legs, he sat down next to her on the bed. “Better?”

“At least I can look you in the eyes now,” she said dryly.

He stared at her for a moment, the grin dying on his lips, his gaze deep and piercing while it traveled over her face.

“What?” she asked, hand above her stomach, her fingers splayed over the churning she felt going on within her.

He tilted his head to one side, a twin trait she knew mirrored her own, and said, “Since you can look me in the eyes now, why don’t you, and tell me just what the hell is going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“Mom called me at work and ordered me to come home for dinner. I had other plans she told me to break. Plans with a certain redhead I’ve been attempting to arrange for weeks.”

“Why did Mom make you cancel them?”

Pat took her hand away from her stomach and wound it into his. He stared down at her long fingers, rubbed her knuckles, and said, “My guess is she wanted a united family front tonight. United for you.”

As they’d begun doing with frustrating regularity, tears built in Moira’s eyes.

“What happened? What made you leave the tour early and come home?”

“I didn’t leave early,” she told him, trying to fight back the tears. “We were finished with the European leg and I didn’t want to go on to Asia.”

“Why not?”

She sighed. “I’m tired, Pat. Just plain tired. I’ve been touring for over four years with hardly any break.”

His clear eyes raked up and down her torso. “I can understand needing a vacation. But I think you’re more than just physically exhausted.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Have you looked in a mirror lately?”

She frowned at his harsh tone and turned her face away from him.

“Look at me.” When she did, he continued. “There’s tired Moira, and then there’s broken.”

Calling her by her given name proved just how concerned he was. Tears spilled down her sunken cheeks now, free and non-stop.

Pat pulled her up into his arms. “Tell me what happened,” he said, cradling her head against his shoulder, “because I know something did.”

She started to quake beneath his hands as the tears fashioned into sobs. They sat on the bed, Pat holding her and just letting her cry as their mother had. Rob Roy laid his head in her lap, his dark, rheumy eyes large and filled with emotion as he stared up at her.

After a few minutes, Moira quieted. “I’m sorry,” she said, with a swipe of her sleeve across her eyes and dripping nose. “I can’t seem to pull this in lately.”

Pat cupped her cheek in one hand and rubbed the tears. “Moira.”

The concern in his voice was cavernous.

“I’ll be okay,” she told him, trying to summon up a smile and failing. “I just need some rest and to figure out a few things. I promise, I’ll be fine.”

“Why won’t you tell me what happened?”

“I will. Just give me some time first. Please?”

He rubbed his hands up and down her arms and peered at her so intently she feared he wouldn’t give up. Pat was dogged when he wanted something and Moira didn’t have the strength to go head-to-head with him.

“Okay. I’ll back off,” he said at last, surprising her. “For now. But just as a warning, Mom is uber-worried. The fact that she ordered me to cancel my date and wouldn’t take no for an answer proves it.”

“I’m sorry. Will the redhead give you another chance?”

His grin was as quick as Alastair’s had been and ten times more potent. “I’m nothing if not persistent.” He rose from the bed and carefully pulled her up with him. Rob Roy’s head lifted and his low mumble of disapproval made them both smile.

“Come on.” Pat threw an arm around her shoulders. “Dad’s on his way and dinner’s almost ready.”

Moira’s hand drifted to her abdomen again. “I’m really not hungry.”

“You’d better eat something just the same. You’re way too skinny. I can feel your bones through your clothes. I know Mom’s worried about that too, so if you don’t want to start an inquisition about why you’re not eating, gag something down.”

With a pout, she said, “Steps told me the same thing. I don’t think I’m that thin.”

He stopped and looked down at the face identical to his own. “Yes, you are,” he told her. “And it’s not attractive.”

“You’re mean.”

“I’m truthful.” He kissed her hard on the forehead. “Welcome home, sis.”

​

Dinner was more difficult than she’d thought it would be.

Serena, as always, made enough food for an army of hungry men. But Moira’s stomach rebelled at the first whiff of the delicious grilled steak, fingerling potatoes, and garden-raised asparagus, all her favorites. There were also baked, homemade rolls, and Moira was silently thankful she could eat those and keep them down. Serena served everyone, piling enough food on each plate to satisfy someone starved for days. The men in the family ate with gusto while Moira shunted the food around on her plate and tried to sneak some of it to Rob Roy, who’d come to nestle in his old, familiar place at her feet. When one of Serena’s eyebrows rose dramatically to her hairline, Moira felt her face grow hot, embarrassed she’d been caught.

Through tired eyes, she realized just how much she’d missed them all.

Seventeen-year-old Alastair, or Steps as they’d always called him, had grown into an affable, charming and witty young man like his older brothers. He was thrilled to be on the baseball team, and Moira couldn’t tell who was happier: her brother or their dad, Seamus. Like all the Cleary kids, Steps had midnight-black hair and crystal blue eyes gifted from their mother. Twenty-one-year-old Dennis, home on break from college, was even taller than their father, at almost six-five. A total techno-geek, he planned to turn his lifelong love of computer games and programs into a career in computer science. He’d already automated their father’s veterinary practice, Pat told her, to the point where billing and hand recording were now things of the past. Dennis was currently developing a new system to track needed medicines and supplies into an automated reordering program.

The only girl in the family, and the oldest of them all by a scant three minutes, Moira was comfortable being the quiet one at the table. Her brothers, all enthusiastic talkers, took over the bulk of the conversation. Several times though, Moira caught her parent’s surreptitious glances. Twice she’d seen them look at one another and each raise an eyebrow. She knew her appearance, her lack of appetite and her silence were red flags, but she was hopeful they wouldn’t grill her about it during the meal.

At one point, Seamus pointed his fork at her and asked, “Want to come by the clinic tomorrow and see the improvements? A lot has changed since you were last home.”

“I’d love to,” she told him.

“There’s a new equine surgery and recovery center that’s Quentin’s baby,” Pat said. “He designed it and oversaw the construction himself. Spends most of his time there.”

“He always wanted his own facility onsite.” Moira smiled. “Last time I was home it was all he could talk about.”

“It still is,” Seamus said. “That boy’s as crazy about horses as you used to be.” He reached over and took her hand. “I can’t tell you how many times I bet your mother you were going to follow me with your brother into the practice. Your gift with horses was always amazing. But your talent with the piano overshadowed everything else.”

Moira’s heart stopped. No one at the table had yet to ask her the reason for her sudden arrival home. She didn’t want this to be an opening into a discussion she didn’t want to have. Not now.

If she could pull it off, not ever.

To make sure it wasn’t, she asked her father, “What time do you leave in the morning? I’ll drive in with you.”

“Tomorrow’s my call day,” he told her, with a shake of his head. “I’ll be making rounds from five a.m. until I’m done. If all goes well I won’t be at the clinic until after three. You’re welcome to come along.”

“Ugh. No thanks. I’ll find my way there, somehow, at a more decent hour.”

“You can go in with me,” Pat told her. “I’m usually there by seven,” he added, with a teasing smile.

For an answer, she just stared at him.

“Spoiled, just like always,” her twin said, not bothering to hide his smile behind his glass.

“I can drop you off on my way to school,” Alastair offered. “But you need to find your way home ’cause I’ve got practice ’til six.”

“I’ll think about it,” Moira told him. In the next instant, without any warning, she cried out and fell forward onto the table. Painful cramps spasmed in her upper abdomen and, like a rolling tsunami, spread downward, undulating with a nauseating pitch and roll. Tears sprang from her eyes as she gripped the table with one hand, her stomach with the other.

Serena and Seamus were up and at her side in a heartbeat.

“Baby, what’s wrong?” Serena cried. “What is it?”

“Are you having cramps?” Seamus asked. He squatted next to her and took her face in his hands. “You’re sweating like crazy.”

“It’ll pass,” she told them through shallow breaths. She hated the concern etched on their faces. “Pat, I’ve got some antacids in my purse. It’s on my bed. Can you get them?”

He shot up from the table, up the stairs and was down again in seconds.

“Here.” He handed her the opened bottle.

She dumped four out and swallowed them whole, gulping the glass of water Serena pushed into her trembling hands.

All eyes were lasered onto her face as she sat, willing the pain to pass.

When it finally did, she let out the breath she’d been holding and sat back in the chair again, her hand still rubbing her abdomen.

“How long has this been going on?” Seamus asked.

“More importantly,” Serena said, her voice firm and intractable, her jaw clenched, “what’s causing it?”

Moira took a deep breath, resigned to the fact she had no choice but to answer them. “It’s been going on a little over a month,” she told her father. “I don’t know why,” she added to her mother. “But the antacids help.”

“Did something happen in Europe?” Serena asked. “Did you eat something bad or catch a bug?”

“I don’t think so, but I don’t know for sure,” she told them. “I think it’s just stress. Always eating out at restaurants or having room service. Food preparation is different in each country. Plus,” she removed her hand from her slowly quieting stomach, “this has been a very difficult tour. Emotions and tempers have been running rampant. I really just think I need a rest. This is why I didn’t want to go on to Asia.”

She stared at each of their faces, again detesting the anxiety she knew she put there. She looked into her mother’s distressed eyes and, in an attempt to lighten the mood, said, “I really think all I need is my mom’s good home cooking to get me back on track again. I’ll be fine.”

Neither parent looked convinced, but they didn’t press. “Don’t eat if you’re not up to it,” Serena said.

Moira’s eyes widened.

“I never thought I’d live to hear you say those words,” Seamus told his wife with a hug before sitting back down at the head of the table.

The rest of the meal passed without any further incidents, but Moira was acutely aware they were all watching her with wary and questioning eyes. She pleaded travel exhaustion and was off to bed soon after the dishes were done, with a kiss for each of her parents and brothers.

Like a shadow, Pat followed her up the stairs, into her room, and plopped down on her bed. He crossed his feet at the ankles, folded his hands behind his head, and looked, for all intents and purposes to her, like he was settling in for the night. Rob Roy jumped onto the bed as well and snuggled down next to him.

“What are you doing?” she asked, as she pulled a T-shirt and pajama bottoms out of her suitcase.

“Out with it, M,” he said, piercing her with a hardened glare that told her he was, indeed, settling in until he got answers to the questions she knew he wanted.

Moira rolled her eyes, went into her connecting bathroom, and shut the door. Through it, she said, “When I open this door, you’d better be gone.”

She changed, tossed her clothes into the hamper, washed her face, getting the water as hot as she could, and brushed her teeth. When she opened the door, her brother was in the same position she’d left him in.

“Really, Pat?” She crossed to her vanity, pulled her hair out of the braid she’d woven it into before supper and began to brush it. Pat’s pensive reflection stared at her in the mirror, his mouth flattened into a resolute, hard, take-no-prisoners line, so like their mother’s.

“I want to know what happened in Europe.”

“Well, I want to go to sleep. But I can’t because, hello, you’re in my bed.”

“Moira.” His voice was low and soft, but tempered steel forged through her name.

“Back off, Pat.” She yanked the brush from the top of her head to the ends of her hair in one angry pull. Tired and irritable, all she wanted now was sleep, not to argue with her twin.

He sat up and tossed his legs over the edge of the bed, his arms resting across his thighs. The dog lifted its head, snorted, and then stretched out on its back, taking up most of the bed.

“If you don’t tell me what happened, then I’m going to tell Mom and Dad about the Valium I found in your purse.”

She whipped around to face him, and almost fell off the chair. “You goon! You snooped through my things.”

“No snooping.” He shook his head. “When you asked me to get your antacids, I saw the bottle lying next to them in your purse. The half-empty bottle, Moira.”

A deep, bone-weary exhaustion seeped through her, shoving the anger away. When her shoulders sagged and she put the brush on the vanity top, Pat pushed off the bed and squatted next to her so they were eye level.

“Why do you have Valium? You’ve never had trouble with nerves or anxiety in your life. Dad’s always said you’re the calm in the storm. And he’s not wrong. Something happened.” His eyes softened when he took her hands in his. “Something bad happened to you, Moira. You’re gaunt and your color is awful. I’ve never seen you so pale and washed out.”

She looked down at their hands, her brother’s so big and powerful, yet holding hers in the gentlest of clasps, and stayed silent.

“Tell me,” he said.

“I will.” She nodded. “Just not now.” She turned her gaze up to his and her heart broke at the deep unease she saw in his eyes. “The Valium was just something that helped until I could come home. I haven’t taken any in a few days. Not since I made the decision to leave the company. Don’t worry if I’m addicted or anything, because I’m not. It served a purpose at the time, and now I don’t need it anymore.” She squeezed his hands and added, “Don’t tell Mom and Dad. I know they’re worried enough about how I look. They don’t need to worry about this too, especially since it’s a non-issue. Okay?”

“Moira.”

“Please, Pat. Just give me a few days to rest and feel better. Then I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

He didn’t say anything, just kept holding her hands. After a moment he said, “Just tell me one thing now.”

Her shoulders sagged again as she sighed. She shot him a weary glare. “If I do, will you stop being such a pain and go away?”

His mouth swept into a quick, perceptive grin. “Promise.”

“Okay. One thing. Shoot.”

“Are you pregnant?”

Whatever she’d thought he was going to ask, it wasn’t this. Moira’s mouth fell open. “What?”

“Answer me.”

With a violent shake of her head she said, “No. God, no. Where did you pull that from?”

“It would explain a lot about the way you look and how your stomach’s been acting,” he said. “I am a doctor, you know.”

“Of animals, not people. What do you take me for? An idiot?”

Pat shook his head. “No, Moira, not an idiot, but it’s apparent something is physically wrong with you. A pregnancy isn’t so out of the ballpark for me to assume.”

“Yes it is, for me, and you know it.” She blew out a breath and sliced a slitted glare at him. “I am not now, nor have I ever—ever—been pregnant. I’m not a stupid teenager, Pat. I know how to prevent getting pregnant. I have since I was twelve. You make me crazy.” She shook her head again and stood, pushing him out of her way. “I repeat, I’m not pregnant and never have been. Okay?” She crossed to the window and opened it. “What a question. Will you go away now so I can get some sleep?”

Pat stood to his full height and stared across at her. “You’ve never kept anything from me before, Moira.”

“And I’m not keeping anything from you now. I just don’t want to talk about it right at this moment. Can’t you respect that?”

“I can, but you know you can tell me anything, right? Anything.”

She nodded, staring into his anxious eyes. Silently, she moved into his arms and hugged him.

He held her for a few moments, the room silent, except for the subtle sonorous snores coming from Rob Roy.

“You’ll come by the clinic tomorrow?” he asked.

“Yes.”

With that, he bent and kissed her cheek.

In bed, with Rob Roy stretched along the length of her body, Moira closed her eyes and prayed for the strength to get through another day.

​

Jet lag, time zone differences, physical and emotional exhaustion all melded, causing Moira to slip into a deep, much needed sleep. When her eyes finally opened, the angle of the sunshine as it filtered into her room told her it was midmorning. Rob Roy was stretched out next to her, flat on his back, his ancient legs pointing straight upwards. His tongue lolled out the side of his mouth and a thin whistle blew from him with each slumberous breath he took. Moira’s heart turned over with love and she reached across his barrel chest and woke him with a hug. His tongue skimmed across her cheek, and she would have sworn on a stack of Bibles he was smiling at her.

She took a long, cleansing, and refreshing shower, steaming all the exhaustion from her system. A pair of old, faded jeans she found in the bottom of her dresser hung loosely on her hips, but she decided to wear them since most of the clothes she’d come home with were performance ones. With a glance in her vanity mirror, she shrugged, knowing the circles would disappear from under her eyes with a few more nights of good rest and went in search of her mother. Serena was in her attic studio and the offer of her car was all the invitation Moira needed. After a quick cup of tea, which, thankfully, caused no stomach pains, she was off.

When she walked into the veterinary clinic, Moira was immediately hit with a sense of heartwarming nostalgia. The waiting room had been expanded, big enough now for several small animals to walk about freely and explore without tripping their leash-holding owners. An empty cat carrier sat open on the floor next to an elderly, white-haired woman who silently rubbed the scruffy neck of an aged calico nestled in her lap. Two seats down from her a small boy held a cage with a hamster peering through the bars, its eyes darting right and left as if secretly planning its escape. Two dogs, one bullmastiff, one cocker spaniel, were engaged in a verbal barking match no one in the room seemed bothered by.

Pat emerged from a door behind the massive check-in desk. Clad in a white lab coat that fit his broad shoulders to physical perfection, he held a shaking miniature Yorkie in his arms. Its hair was tied back from its face and out of its eyes with a large blue bow.

“Napoleon will be fine in a few days, Mrs. Reynolds.” With a smile for the dog’s owner, he transferred it to her arms. “Remember, one pill twice a day for a week. And please don’t hesitate to call with any questions or concerns.”

“Thank you so much, Dr. Cleary. I’ve been so worried.”

“You’ll both be fine,” he told her, patting her arm. When he looked up, he caught Moira’s eye and smiled.

“Finally got out of bed?” He enveloped her in a hug when she walked up to him.

“Don’t be snide. I had jet lag.”

“That’s one word for it,” he said, peering at her. “But you do look like you slept a little. Still haggard, though.”

One eyebrow lifted almost to her hairline. “Don’t make me regret coming down here,” she told him. “Do you have a few minutes?”

“Sure.”

Pat took her along the inside of the new veterinary offices and Moira was impressed to see how different it looked since the last time she’d been home. The indoor/outdoor kennel with an exercise run was new for the dogs, as was the feline emergency area.

“This place looks great,” she said. “You guys have made so many changes. It’s amazing. You must really be busy.”

“We’re the only veterinary hospital in three towns,” Pat said. “That makes for a lot of business. Quentin is doing more farm calls than our fathers ever did. The local breeders trust him and no one else to care for their horses. He’s on call twenty-four/seven for them.”

“Speaking of,” Moira said, “where is this new horse center you guys told me about last night?”

He was about to show her when one of the veterinary techs stopped him. “Dr. Cleary, Mrs. Atkins is waiting for you in room two. She’s getting a little anxious. So is her dog.”

Pat smiled at the young girl. “Okay, Sheila. Tell her I’ll be right there.”

“Like I said, you guys are busy. Just point me the right way. I’ll get there.”

Armed with directions, Moira strolled to the back of the building and out the exit doors. The veterinary clinic sat atop three acres of prime Connecticut Valley real estate. The original owners, David Stapleton and Martin Lennox, had opened the business over thirty-five years ago. Small at first, it quickly grew as the two young and eager veterinarians built their practice. With Martin’s death, David took in a new partner, Seamus Cleary, and the practice continued to increase in size.

Moira wandered along the outer part of the clinic until she found the equine building to her right. Even if she hadn’t known Quentin Stapleton had designed it, she would have guessed he had. It had his individual style stamped all over it. A sturdy light pine structure, it stood two stories high, surrounded by a carefully etched stone pathway. A thriving mix of evergreens and colorful flowering shrubs lined the walkway and her nose tickled with the scents of honeysuckle and lavender wafting on the spring breeze. When she opened the front door, she was immediately thrown into light. The interior of the building was wide-open with floor-to-ceiling windows on two complete walls. The roof housed numerous skylights, and she counted seven stalls from her vantage point.

“Can I help you?”

Moira jumped at the sound of a deep, unfamiliar male voice. She turned to see a blond, blue-eyed Adonis in sapphire blue scrubs smiling at her, a fifty-pound bag of grain slung over his shoulder.

“I’m looking for Dr. Stapleton,” she said, her voice shaking. “Quentin, not David.”

“He’s busy right now. Can I help you with anything?”

From above her, she recognized the subtle sound of a Brahms waltz in E Major. It was a piece she knew by heart, having played it as recently as last week. A small spasm shot through her stomach at the memory and she ran a hand along the area to quiet it.

“I’m Moira Cleary,” she said. “I’m—”

“Pat’s sister.” His smile widened as he reached out his free hand to her. After a brief second of hesitation, she slipped hers into his giant one. Moira had the sudden feeling of being swallowed whole within his grasp. “He said you might be dropping by today. I’m Connor Drew, one of Quentin’s vet techs.”

“Is Q here?”

As she said it, from one corner of the spacious room, she heard a familiar rumble, cajoling one of the horses. “Guess I found him,” she told the tech. “It was nice meeting you,” she added as she glided toward the sound of the voice.

His broad back was to her, clad in green surgical scrubs. She would have known those shoulders anywhere on earth. They were massively wide and tapered down into corded forearms and strong hands filled with incredible tenderness she had witnessed more times than she could remember.

“Come on now, Bess,” he was saying, his voice low and soothing. “We’ve been down this road before. You know what to expect and you know this is good for you. So, be a big girl and take it down for me.”

Moira watched him place a large syringe into the horse’s mouth and slowly squeeze in its contents. “There now, girl,” he cooed, stroking a loving hand down the mare’s forelock. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Easy for you to say. You don’t have to gag it down.”

Slowly, he turned. Standing to his full six-foot-five height, Moira viewed the gentle, easy smile that started at the corners of his lips and spread outward across his face. It was a face she’d known since birth and one that always warmed her heart.

Quentin Stapleton had been a gangly, skinny, slightly shy boy for most of their lives. After graduating early from college and then veterinary school, he’d grown into his height, his wit, and into himself as a man. Strong chiseled features, aquiline nose, and sea green eyes had tempted many a female over the years, many of them Moira’s friends. The blond hair and verdant colored eyes he’d inherited from his mother, his height and intellect from his father. Coupled with a self-deprecating wit that could charm and delight, his big, strong hands had calmed and quieted innumerable horses, trainers, and sundry farm animals. To Moira, he’d always been another brother, a shoulder to lean on, and a compatriot in innocent childhood crimes, along with Pat. The two boys had been best friends forever and they accepted Moira as an equal.

He came toward her, unhurriedly, his long steady stride eating up the hay-strewn floor beneath them. The lazy smile that started in the outer corners of his eyes and branched downward across his face quickened her heartbeat, surprising her with its intensity. A hard, startling bead of awareness dropped through her system as he moved closer.

“It’s just a simple mixture of vitamins and fresh water,” he said in a quiet voice steeped to soothe. “Old Bess has been a little under the weather lately.”

Moira looked to the horse standing in the stall. Her forelock was thinning, her tail looked a little straggly, but her coat was shiny and thick, a sure sign someone had been caring for her.

And Moira knew just who the someone was.

Quentin’s arms opened and, for the briefest of moments, she avoided going into them. A sliver of memory of other arms, ones that were insistent and overpowering, sliced through her, causing a hot spark of fear to flash through her mind. With a mental shudder, she snuffed the image, remembering she was home. Home, and in the company of her oldest, dearest friend. 

On a sigh, Moira walked into his embrace. Quentin gently pulled her to his chest without another word. Her hands wrapped around his trim waist, immediately immersing her in comfort and safety. He smelled of leather and musk, two familiar scents, which, whenever she encountered them, always pulled his face to mind.

He rubbed a hand down her back and said into her hair, “I heard you came back early.” He gently rocked her in his arms, his hands soft and gentle as they caressed her. “I’d hoped you’d stop by today. It’s been way too long, M.”

“I know,” she said, smiling and nuzzling against his shoulder. “If I had a nickel for every time someone has told me that since yesterday I could retire a rich girl.”

She pushed back and looked up at him. Once again, she witnessed worry and concern written across the face of someone she loved. “Are you going to tell me, like everyone else has, how skinny, pale and tired I look?”
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