
  
    [image: Wild at Heart]
  


  
    
      wild at heart

      
        wilder irish

        book four

      

    

    
      
        Mari Carr

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Mari Carr

      MARI CARR® is registered in U.S. Patent and Trademark Office.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Design: Melissa Gill Designs

      Editor: Kelli Collins

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Praise for Wild at Heart

      

      
        Wild at Heart

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Wild Temptation

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            praise for wild at heart

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The characters are realistic and relatable which I think is one of the most important things in a book. Their chemistry is off the charts, making for some hot scenes.” ★★★★★ Shade, Goodreads

        

        “This book kept me guessing, and on the edge of my seat! I couldn't stop reading for anything, because I just couldn't wait to see what was coming next.” ★★★★★ Jennifer, Goodreads

        

        “No matter what you think is going to happen, I guarantee you'll still be surprised!” ★★★★★ Viper, Goodreads

        

        “A great light-hearted, hot, wow, oh-no-she-didn't, fun addition to Wilder Irish, this hits all the right marks.” ★★★★★ Renee, Goodreads

        

        “This was a fun and steamy story - just a delight!” ★★★★★ Tamara, Goodreads

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This story is dedicated to my sprinting buddies.

        Without Lexi Blake, Lila Dubois, Shelli Stevens, Erin Nicholas,

        Erin McCarthy and Bianca D’Arc,

        I’d never finish a damn book.

      

        

      
        Special Acknowledgement to Lexi for “Happy Clam.”

        It’s good to have friends with dirty minds.
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      It’s raining men. Hallelujah?

      

      Fiona has a man problem—she has too many in her life. Owen is the sweet boy (turned sexy man) she dated in college; Asher is the hot hunk starring in too many current fantasies. Both are her coworkers, part of the writing team for the hit sitcom Wild Winters.

      Fiona’s resigned herself to having neither man…until the team decides to film the show’s season finale in her family’s bar, Pat’s Pub. While under the influence of her crazy family and a wild April Fools party in the Collins Dorm, Owen and Asher take matters into their own hands—literally.

      Soon, between all the hot nights and real-life drama, the team can barely concentrate on work. It’s becoming a case of life imitating sitcom…even more so when Fiona’s most recent ex, Mr. Big Gesture himself, shows up to win her back—with his biggest gesture yet.
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      Patrick Collins looked up from his book and tried to hide a smile as his five-year-old granddaughter flittered into the living room in a long yellow ball gown. The outfit was a far cry from the T-shirt and shorts he’d put her to bed in not more than twenty minutes earlier. “I thought you were taking a wee nap, Fiona.”

      Fiona Adams shook her head. “No. I’m not tired. We’re going to have a dance.”

      “I see.” Patrick put the bookmark in place to mark his spot and lowered the leg rest on his recliner. “So, no nap?”

      Patrick wasn’t surprised, and he figured his daughter, Teagan, wouldn’t be too upset with him for failing to get the young child to sleep. It was obvious when she’d suggested he put Fiona down for an hour or so, Teagan had no expectation of his success.

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “Babies take naps. I’m not a baby. I’m Belle.”

      “Well, you certainly do look like the belle of the ball. Is that the dress your cousin Caitie gave you earlier?”

      Fiona held it out and curtsied. “It fits.”

      He recalled Fiona’s delight as she went through the bag of hand-me-downs Keira had dropped by earlier in the day. His kids had grown up passing down their clothes—pretty much a necessity when raising seven of them—and they’d always felt the same excitement as they’d tried on the “new” old clothes. Fiona nearly had a conniption when she’d come across the Belle dress, ready to change immediately, but Teagan had tucked it aside, telling her daughter she could try it on later.

      Patrick understood now why it had been so easy for him to get her to lay down. She’d wanted easy, uninterrupted access to the dress they’d tucked away in the bedroom.

      She walked closer to him. “You’re the beast.”

      Patrick chuckled. “I’ve been called worse, I suppose. As I recall, your cousin made me play this role when she was wearing that dress as well.”

      Fiona took his hand, drawing him up and over to the old record player in the corner. He’d had the thing for close to forty years and Fiona was enthralled by it. Nowadays, it was only used a few times a year, most of those when Fiona was visiting.

      The rest of the year, she spent on her parents’ tour bus, traveling around the country as they performed shows in so many cities in the U.S., he’d lost count.

      Sky Mitchell and Teagan Collins.

      Fiona’s parents had run into each other in the pub just over a decade ago and since then, they’d taken the world by storm with their music. While Fiona’s older sister, Ailis, didn’t seem quite as fond of the constant motion, Fee took to it like a fish to water. She was inquisitive, vivacious, and energetic. Or to quote her tired mother when she’d dropped her off this morning, “Precocious as hell. Hide your credit cards and anything else you value.”

      “Play that dancing-girl song.”

      Patrick tried to figure out what she meant, but he drew a blank. “Dancing girl?”

      Fiona gave him a rather impatient look as if what she wanted should be obvious. “You played it last time. I think her name is Manilla.”

      “Ah,” the light went on. “‘Waltzing Matilda’.”

      “That’s it. Play that one.”

      Patrick didn’t have a clue what it was about that song she’d remembered. He had found an album of children’s songs in a secondhand shop a year earlier and bought it to play for Fiona’s visit, knowing how she loved the record player. She’d made him play that particular song no less than twenty times, always giggling as she sang along.

      He flipped through the albums until he found it, then pulled the record from the sleeve. “Are you sure this is appropriate music for your ball? I thought Belle and the Beast danced to something else.”

      Fiona rolled her eyes, something she appeared to do quite a lot whenever she felt the adults around her were saying something ridiculous. He’d heard Sky trying to explain to her just last night at dinner that it wasn’t polite, but when Fiona persistently questioned him about why, fielding all his answers with more questions, the lecture quickly failed. Tris had pointed to her and quietly commented that, “Teagan and Sky have their hands full with that one,” while Riley leaned over and proclaimed Fiona, “the coolest kid ever.”

      “It’s ball music because it’s slow and I need you to twirl me. See?” She spun in a circle, her yellow dress flowing outwards in a pretty fan.

      “I understand.” Patrick started to put the needle down, but Fiona pushed closer.

      “Can I do that?”

      The last time he’d deemed her too young, worried about her scratching the record or breaking the needle. He suspected he wouldn’t win that argument again. “You remember you have to do it carefully.”

      She nodded earnestly. “I’ll be careful.” She lifted the arm and together they counted out the three lines that indicated where her song started. True to her word, she lowered it very gently, holding in her excitement when the music began playing until she’d backed away from the player, so as not to jar it.

      Fiona took his arm, and they did a rather frenzied jig that involved a lot of spinning on her part as he held her hands. He wasn’t sure how she didn’t get dizzy, but it was clear from the sheer joy on her face, she was in her element.

      “Play it again,” she cried out when the music stopped.

      They took Matilda out for three more waltzes before Fiona started to slow down.

      “I love to dance.”

      “So do I,” Patrick said when the song ended again. “Used to cut a rug with your grandma Sunday in this living room all the time.”

      Fiona glanced at the floor, confused. “Why did you cut the rug? Where?”

      He laughed, and the two of them collapsed onto the couch to catch their breath. “It’s an expression. It means dancing.”

      “Cut a rug,” she repeated. No doubt she’d be pulling that out to use on her parents later. Patrick was very impressed with the young girl’s vocabulary. Teagan said she was a voracious reader, several grade levels ahead of most five-year-olds.

      She turned to face him on the couch, her cheeks red from dancing. Fiona and her sister shared their mother’s auburn hair and porcelain skin. Her bright blue eyes took in everything, expressed everything.

      “I swear you are the spit of your mother, Fiona.”

      She considered that, then—clever girl—said, “You said that last time I was here. It means I look like her.”

      He grinned. “It does. You have your mother’s looks and your father’s personality.” While Teagan and little Ailis were quiet and more introspective, Fiona and Sky tended to take over a room. Not in a bad way. They just had these larger-than-life personalities that drew attention. He’d noticed it last night when the grandchildren were playing after dinner. Though she was younger than several of her cousins, Fiona seemed to drive the action, the older kids following her suggestions because they were fun. In fact, fun appeared to follow the young girl. She was creative and clever, quick to laugh, and always telling silly jokes that had all the adults in stitches.

      “Your name suits you.”

      “My name?” she asked.

      “Fiona. It means fair.”

      Fiona sighed and shook her head. “That doesn’t fit at all.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “My mom said so.” Fiona adopted a tone he suspected was her imitating her mother. “She always says, ‘You’re not playing fair, Fiona. You have to share your toys with Ailis.’ Even when I don’t want to.”

      Patrick worked overtime to school his features, certain his daughter probably did use that line—more than once a day—with Fiona. Teagan had taken Ailis to Keira’s house today for a play day, claiming Fiona’s big sister deserved a break. The two sisters were together on the bus twenty-four-seven and, given Fiona’s rather overpowering presence, he thought it was a good idea to let Ailis have some time away.

      “Sharing is important,” he tried to stress, even though it was clear Fiona wasn’t having it.

      “They’re my toys.”

      “Does Ailis share her toys with you?”

      That one stumped her, but only for a minute. “Yes. I ask and she gives them to me. When she asks me, I say no. So that means no.”

      Ailis had a soft heart. No doubt she did hand her things over easily, just to keep peace.

      Patrick began to understand Sky’s frustration last night at dinner, so he cut his losses. “What I was trying to say is your name suits you because in this instance, fair means pretty.”

      “Oh!” Fiona’s eyes widened. “It’s my dress.”

      He reached out and ruffled her hair. “It’s more than that.”

      “My mommy is pretty.”

      He nodded. “That she is. And while, yes, these rosy cheeks and bright eyes and red hair all make you pretty, there are some things on the inside that do the same thing as well.”

      “What things?”

      “Your boundless energy. And how smart and funny you are. And your inner strength.”

      Fiona’s nose crinkled. “What’s that?”

      “You know who you are, Fee. That’s a very unusual thing, and something you rarely see in young children. You are strong. But that comes with some responsibility, you know?”

      “Like what?”

      Patrick thought of quiet Ailis. “You need to use your strength to help others who maybe aren’t as strong see the good in themselves. Fair means pretty. And it means what your mommy says too.”

      “Fiona means fair,” she repeated. Fiona gave him a look that said she was only buying about half of what he was selling.

      He covered his mouth with his hand to hide his smile. A handful indeed.

      “I like being pretty. But I’m never going to want to share.” She pierced him with a look that drove home exactly how intelligent his young granddaughter was. “I want what I want,” she explained. “And I want everything,” she added in an adorable voice she clearly meant to be scary.

      “Everything, hm? And what would that include, my fair Fiona?”

      “I want to have a big house with a ballroom and a handsome prince who rubs my feet like Daddy does for Mommy. I want lots of pretty dresses and jewelry and a crown and a convertible and a cook who makes me whatever I want to eat, and I want to be famous, like Mommy and Daddy. You can come live with me if you want.”

      “Ah, so you can share.”

      She giggled.

      “That’s a very generous offer. Thank you. And what are you going to be when you grow up to be able to afford all these wonderful things…apart from a princess, of course.”

      Fiona smiled and never hesitated. “I’m going to tell stories.”

      Patrick waited for her to explain, but Fiona clearly thought that said it all.

      A storyteller. He considered her nonstop narratives since their arrival in Baltimore yesterday morning. Fiona had regaled him with no less than thirty tales from the road, and he’d been enthralled by every single one.

      Leave it to Fiona to have her life figured out by five.

      Patrick reached over and ruffled her hair affectionately. “I think that sounds just fine. Never lose sight of that goal, Fee, and you’ll be happy indeed.”
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      “You sure you’re doing okay?” Fiona asked again.

      Padraig gave her a grin that seemed like a shadow of his former one. “I’m sure, Fee. Honest.”

      She nodded and took his words at face value, praying they were the truth. Padraig’s beloved wife, Mia, had passed away a couple of weeks earlier. Her memorial service had been two days ago and since then, the entire family had joined forces to keep him busy, to make sure he didn’t feel alone in his grief.

      Fiona had only met Mia a handful of times over the year she and Padraig had been married, but she’d adored the upbeat, lovely woman.

      She’d invited Padraig to join her for lunch at the family’s bar, Pat’s Pub. They were currently on Sunday’s Side, indulging in massive cheeseburgers and fries.

      “Pop Pop said you’re taking some time off,” she said.

      Padraig nodded. “Yeah. I’m heading to Uncle Aaron’s cabin on the Shenandoah River for a week. Taking Seamus for long walks in the woods and doing some fishing. Kind of looking forward to getting away.”

      “I suspect it’ll be Seamus taking you for walks. That dog is wild.”

      Padraig chuckled. “Yeah. Probably should sign him up for obedience school, but I’ve kind of gotten used to his hijinks. Not sure I want to make him boring, well-behaved, and trained like all the other dogs in the world.”

      “You really want to go away? By yourself?” Fiona couldn’t understand how that would be helpful. She thrived in the presence of people and hated being alone.

      Padraig rearranged the fries on his plate…again. He was playing with his food more than eating it. She tried not to notice that he’d obviously lost some weight since the holidays. The new year had not been kind to him.

      “I love this family, Fee, and everything everyone has done for me the past few months, but I need a break. I walk in a room and everyone stops laughing and starts talking quieter, like I can’t handle happiness anymore. I don’t blame anyone for that, I really don’t, but I don’t want everyone feeling like they have to change the way they feel and act to match me. I just had my guts ripped out. I’m the one who needs to figure out how to deal with that.”

      “Paddy,” she started.

      “Besides, I can’t be in the apartment without feeling Mia’s presence there. Time is the only thing that’s going to help, so I’m taking some for myself. Talked to Aunt Lauren about it and she didn’t see any harm in getting away for a bit, coming back and starting fresh. I like the idea of that. There’s a cycle of sadness looming over us here and we need to break it.”

      “If you get lonely, you only have to call. I can come visit. And I know Colm and Kelli and⁠—”

      “I’m going to be fine. Promise.”

      She reached across the table, took his hand and squeezed it. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      He grinned, and this time it felt more genuine, more like the real Padraig. “I wouldn’t worry about me extending my week’s vacation. Gonna have to get back in time to watch you and your friends film that show. Want my cameo.”

      Fiona laughed. Six months earlier, she’d arranged to have the season finale of Wild Winters filmed at Pat’s Pub.

      After graduating from college, she and her best friends, Asher, Owen and Teddy, had decided to try to shop the sitcom they’d written as a lark during their senior year at USC. Each of them had made some connections during their tenure at the university with people in the business, and one phone call led to another that led to a meeting, and before they knew it, Wild Winters was on the air and a weekly staple with Owen in the starring role as well as sitting at the writer’s table with them. People were calling it “Seinfeld for Millennials” and it had taken over the number one spot halfway during its second year of production.

      She was living a dream life, her days spent surrounded by her best friends, living on coffee and donuts as they laughed their asses off, trying to out-joke each other. With the show’s continued success, the list of famous people who wanted cameos or even recurring bit parts had grown, and Fiona had actually walked down the red carpet the last two years, climbing the stairs with the guys to the stage to accept an Emmy for Outstanding Writing in a Comedy Series.

      Pop Pop told her she lived under a lucky star, and she believed him. She was twenty-five years old and her life rocked.

      It was actually Owen and Asher who’d suggested filming the season finale in Baltimore at her family’s pub. They’d come up with a great gag that was tailor-made for an East Coast trip to the Irish pub. Owen’s first visit to the pub had been for Thanksgiving their sophomore year in college, during the three minutes the two of them had actually dated.

      Ever since, he’d always found a way to finagle an invite back, claiming he couldn’t survive a year that didn’t include Aunt Riley’s turkey and dressing. Of course, he wasn’t the only “extra” sitting around the Thanksgiving table. Once someone was unofficially adopted into the Collins family, they were in for life.

      Asher had come home with her the last few summers for long weekends just to get away from the hubbub of Hollywood. He was also very quickly indoctrinated into the family, so she shouldn’t have been surprised when they hit her up with the idea of filming in the pub. They loved the place as much as she did.

      Her family had embraced the idea wholeheartedly and talked of nothing else since. Fiona had nearly canceled when Mia passed away, but Padraig and Pop Pop had both vetoed that decision, insisting that the show go on. She was a bit worried that was why Padraig was clearing out, hence the reason she’d asked him to lunch. If he decided having the show here would bother him, she was pulling the plug no matter what anyone else said.

      “You’re sure your decision to leave isn’t because of the show?”

      Padraig narrowed his eyes. “I’m only saying this one more time, Fiona. You have to film that show here. For one thing, it would be huge for business, and for another, it’s going to give everyone else the same break I’m trying to get. I haven’t been the only one hurting these past few months. I’m grateful to have you and your friends here. Filming that sitcom will give everyone something good, something fun, to focus on for a little while. They need that. They deserve that after all they’ve done for me.”

      She sighed and accepted his words. “Okay.” She smiled and squeezed his hand tighter. “Okay,” she repeated.

      He squeezed her hand back, then released it to take a sip of his soda.

      “Actually, you’re probably smart to escape this week. The producer is calling for some last-minute rewrites, and setting up the cameras and doing the blocking is going to be tedious as hell. The majority of the cast isn’t even showing up until the week you get back. Not to mention, I’ve gotta try to deal with the ultimate diva himself, Owen Winters. Ever since he won that second Emmy for Best Actor in a Comedy, he’s been impossible to live with.”

      Padraig feigned shock. “What? Owen? A diva? No way. Playboy maybe, but diva?”

      “The man is a menace.”

      Her cousin wasn’t fooled by her words. “He’s been one of your best friends since freshman year at USC. You would have dumped him seven years ago if that was really the case.”

      “I did dump him. Sophomore year. He’s like herpes. Keeps coming back.”

      Padraig tilted his head and lifted one shoulder, a sure sign he was about to start teasing her. “The way Owen tells it, he dumped you.”

      “We dated for three minutes. That was all the time I needed to know he wasn’t my type.”

      Padraig smiled. “In truth, Fee, I’ve always thought Owen was your type, more than that Brock guy anyway.”

      Fiona glanced around the restaurant. No one was nearby, so she decided to come clean. “Brock and I broke up.”

      “Good.” It was a simple one-word answer that confirmed she was right to start breaking this news with Padraig.

      Fiona giggled. “Yeah. It is.”

      “It was long overdue. The two of you were apart more than together, and it never sounded like your paths were headed in the same direction. Can I add that I hope you dumped him?”

      Her grin grew. “I did. I totally did. In February.”

      “Man. I guess I am out of the loop if I’m just now hearing about it.”

      She shook her head. “You’re not. Actually, you are the loop. I haven’t told anyone else.”

      “Why not?”

      Fiona shrugged. “I wanted to make sure it stuck this time.”

      “Will it?” Padraig asked.

      She didn’t hesitate to nod. “It’s sticking.”

      “Good,” Padraig repeated. “So it’s time for you to find a nice guy. Owen⁠—”

      She scowled. “No way. He has an overinflated opinion of himself. Trust me when I say, no one will ever love Owen more than he loves himself.”

      “Me thinks she doth protest too much.”

      “Wow, Paddy. You’re a regular poet. Come up with that all on your own?”

      “Then what about your other fella? Asher. He’s a nice guy.”

      Fiona grinned at her cousin’s attempts at matchmaking. “He’s very nice. But we’ve drifted too far over the line in our relationship. He’s like a brother to me. I know too much about him and he knows way too much about me.”

      “You’re protesting again.”

      Fiona rolled her eyes and growled.

      Padraig winked at her, and they started eating again. She was delighted when he picked up his burger and actually took a big bite. Hope emerged. Padraig was going to be okay.

      “Whoa, Fee. You might wanna take it easy on the grease there,” Owen said, hip-bumping her over in the booth so he could sit down and grab a couple fries from her plate.

      Owen was terrible at greetings, something she constantly gave him shit for. He’d come in, interrupt whatever was happening with a conversation of his own choosing, then realize several minutes in that he hadn’t even said hello. They’d actually written that habit into the show as a running gag, and it always got a lot of laughs.

      “Get your own,” she said, tugging her plate away.

      Owen ignored her and continued stealing fries.

      “So you guys made it to Baltimore, huh? Asher and Teddy here?” she asked.

      “Yeah. We got to the hotel about an hour ago. They’re unpacking.”

      “Owen,” Padraig said, reaching out to shake his hand. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “Oh yeah. Hey, Paddy. You too, man. I’m fucking starving. Food on the plane was shit.” Owen pushed Fiona’s hands away easily, grabbing her burger and helping himself to two big bites before returning it to the plate.

      She leaned back and sighed. Owen thought with three things: his dick, his stomach and then his brain, which was a distant third in the lineup. She shoved the rest of her lunch toward him. “Here. I don’t want it anymore. It has your boy cooties on it.”

      Owen reached over her for the salt and vinegar, pouring both on the fries before digging in with gusto. And that was when the light went on and Owen realized he’d forgotten to say hello.  He put the food down and focused on her cousin. “Damn. I’m sorry about that. How are you doin’, P? I’ve been thinking about you a lot.”

      “I’m hanging in there.”

      “I was really sorry to hear about Mia. She was awesome. The best.”

      Padraig nodded his thanks. “She was.” Then he quickly changed the subject. “Fiona tells me you have a couple busy weeks ahead of you.”

      Owen, bless him, took the subject switch in stride, recognizing the fact Padraig didn’t want to talk about his loss. “Same shit, different coast. Going to be cool filming the finale here in the pub. Nice of your family to let us take over like this.”

      “Pop Pop is beside himself, really excited about it. He’s been practicing that line you’ve given him for weeks. Starting to remind me of that old Seinfeld gag with all his different renditions. ‘These pretzels are making me thirsty.’”

      They laughed as Padraig wiped his mouth and glanced around. “Guess I better start saying my goodbyes. Want to get on the road by two, so I’m not trying to find my way to that cabin in the woods in the dark. Thanks for the company, Fee.”

      She nodded. “Gonna miss you. If you get bored, come back early, okay?”

      “I’ll be home in one week, ready to wow those cameras of yours with my bartending skills.”

      They all stood, Padraig giving her a hug then shaking Owen’s hand again. He headed toward the kitchen, starting his farewells with Riley.

      Fiona studied Owen’s appearance, aware that he’d done well to hide his identity on the walk from the hotel to the pub. Owen preferred the hipster look, and he was working it today. With his beard, knit cap, and colorful tats peeking out beneath the short sleeves of his dark gray T-shirt, strangers would probably pass him on the street assuming he was a musician in a grunge band, until they took a harder look and realized he was a TV star.

      She sat back down and Owen followed her in, reclaiming the same spot. She pointed across the booth. “Other side is free now.”

      He leaned back, resting his arm along the bench seat, ignoring her. “Feels good to be back.” Owen glanced around the restaurant. “Forgot how pretty the girls are in Baltimore. And on this coast, my fame and good looks seems more potent, you know what I mean? Less competition once I’m out of Hollywood.”

      “Is that the real reason you suggested filming in Baltimore? So you could hold the monopoly on TV star?”

      He gave her a wink that was annoyingly charming, even though his words aggravated the shit out of her. “I like getting laid. It’s going to be a busy month.”

      Sometimes she wondered why she hung out with Owen. When he started strutting and bragging about his fame or his sexual conquests, she was hard-pressed not to throat punch him.

      “We’re here to work, remember?”

      Owen turned to face her, and Fiona was forced to admit why his flirty nature never truly bothered her. He really was hot. And funny. And while he pretended to be a ladies’ man, she suspected a lot of that was more bluster than truth.

      “Work is play, you know that.”

      “I’m surprised you’re okay with this trip. Thought you were in love with…what’s-her-name?”

      He chuckled. “Ashley Four. It’s over. She was a stage-ten clinger.”

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “Of course. How could I forget that name?” She and the other guys had taken to numbering his girlfriends with the same names in an attempt to distinguish who exactly they were talking about. So far, they’d had to tabulate up to four Ashleys, three Brittanys and two Amandas. “Do me a favor. Next time you meet an Ashley, walk away. It hasn’t been a good name for you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, but I’m not making any promises. If she’s got nice tits, I’m going for five.”

      “You’re a pig.”

      He laughed. “You know I’m just trying to get a rise out of you. Why don’t we text Teddy and Asher and tell them to bring their laptops and we’ll work from here? Figure we can knock out the changes Al wanted better if we’re in the pub.”

      Fiona made a buzzer noise to indicate he’d given the wrong answer. “Errrr. No. No work will happen in the pub because you’ll start ordering pitchers, gossiping about Hollywood stars with Pop Pop and his cronies, and we’ll all be three sheets to the wind before dusk.”

      As always, Owen ignored her and sent off the text. Teddy replied instantly that they would be there in five. Owen, Teddy and Asher were sharing a suite at a hotel just around the corner.

      Fiona had opted for staying at the Collins Dorm above the pub while she was home, sleeping in Caitlyn and Ailis’s old room. It had been dubbed the Collins Dorm by Aunt Riley when the grandkids began moving into the spacious apartment where their parents had lived with Pop Pop while growing up.

      Unlike most of her cousins, Fiona had never lived in Baltimore, her childhood spent on a tour bus with her parents and Ailis. Fiona had always loved life on the move, a different city every night, while Ailis had been less fond of it.

      The second Ailis graduated from high school, she’d set up camp in Baltimore, determined to make up for every second of the time she’d lost with the family while growing up. That decision lasted only a few years until her homebody sister fell in love with someone just like their dear old dad, Sky Mitchell. Which meant Ailis was back on the road, on another tour bus, with Hunter Maxwell. Hunter’s star was on the rise, and Fiona couldn’t be happier for him. The guy was seriously talented, but more than that, he was just as head over heels for Ailis as her sister was for him. They fit together perfectly, and for the first time in her life, Fiona actually felt a bit jealous of her quiet, responsible, dependable, sensible sister.

      Her oldest cousin, Caitlyn, had also moved out of the dorm, opting to live with her uber-hot billionaire boyfriend, Lucas Whiting, which meant there was an empty bedroom in the apartment for her to use.

      Fiona had never felt the need to live near the family and was cool with just visiting from time to time. Baltimore was freaking cold in the winter, and after four years of college in sunny California, she’d discovered she was made for heat, not snow.

      But that didn’t mean she didn’t sometimes regret missing out on so much. Her family was, hands down, the greatest, craziest, most fun crew in the world, and there’d been too many Facetime conversations where she’d found herself jealous not to be in the same room.

      She was in Baltimore for a month, and Fiona intended to take advantage of that time, to immerse herself in a true Collins lifestyle.

      Her cousin Yvonne came over to clear their table. “Hey, Owen, when did you get here?”

      “Just a few minutes ago. Good to see you again, Yvonne.”

      “Did you want to order anything?” she asked.

      The asshole rubbed his full stomach, claiming he couldn’t eat another bite. Fiona decided hitting the pub side probably wasn’t such a bad thing. She was still hungry and in the mood for Aunt Riley’s spicy shrimp appetizer. God, Owen wasn’t wrong. Too long in Baltimore, around all this good cooking, and she was destined to gain fifty pounds. She’d have to take Yvonne up on her invitation to go running in the morning with her and her BFF, Leo.

      “We’re heading over to the pub side, waiting for the other guys so we can do some work,” Owen said, rising from the booth and reaching down to help her out. Fiona gave him a funny look, not used to his chivalry. Then she decided he was probably putting on a show for Yvonne. The guy was a master at charming women. Except her, of course. For one thing, she wasn’t fooled by his act, and for another, Owen had put her firmly in the one-of-the-guys category years ago. Right after their breakup in college.

      “Cool,” Yvonne said. “Uncle Tris is working. He can set you up with drinks. I’ll stop by once the other two get here and see if they want some food.”

      Owen gave Yvonne a smile and a wink and then they headed for a corner booth in the pub. Uncle Tris waved to indicate he’d seen them and would be over in a minute. The bar was relatively quiet right now, but Fiona knew that would change as soon as five o’clock hit and folks started heading in for their happy hours.

      They hadn’t been there a full minute before Teddy and Asher walked in, looking around. Owen gave them a wave. He’d claimed the seat next to her again, but she didn’t bother to mention it since she knew the other guys were coming.

      Asher slid in first, sitting across from her, and Teddy followed. She grinned as she watched both men do exactly what she expected. Asher pulled his laptop from the case, firing it up, clearly ready to get straight to work.

      Meanwhile, Teddy’s eyes had yet to land on anyone at the table. He was doing his usual scan of the room in search of available guys.

      “Slim pickings,” he murmured before catching a glimpse of Tris behind the bar. “Well hello, mountain man. I wouldn’t mind taking a drink from your tap, Daddy.”

      Fiona crinkled her nose. “Um…gross. That’s my uncle Tris, Teddy. He’s very married and very straight.”

      Teddy sighed. “That’s a loss for our side. No worries though. I’ve been exploring Tinder, and while the Beach Boys might long for California girls, I’m not going to lie, Maryland has some very fine boys.”

      Asher pushed his glasses up on his nose, tsking quietly. He was the hottest nerd on the planet, something Fiona liked to tease him about. He was Clark Kent incarnate with his dark clean-cut hairstyle and black-rimmed glasses that did nothing to hide his ice-blue eyes, only serving to accentuate his strong jawline.

      Fiona sighed. She really needed to stop looking at her best friends so closely. It did nothing to improve her current dateless, sexless, horny state.

      “We’re only here a few weeks, Teddy. Isn’t it wrong to try to find someone on Tinder when you’re not planning on sticking around? You’d be leading them on.”

      Teddy wrapped his arm around Asher’s shoulders in a friendly manner, even as his face revealed something more like pity. “I always forget how young and innocent you are, my son. There’s this little thing called a hookup, Ash. It’s all about the three F’s. Foreplay, forward thrusting and farewell. The only man with whom I’d ever consider exploring the fourth F—forever—is you, and you refuse to come out of the closet.”

      Owen and Fiona both laughed as Asher closed his eyes in his typical praying-for-patience style. “I’ve told you a million times, Ted. I’m not gay.”

      Teddy shrugged his shoulders as if the words meant nothing. This joke was nothing new. In fact, in their little foursome of comedy writers, they probably shared no less than a hundred inside jokes, and this one was the oldest.

      Funny how it never really got old.

      Teddy wiggled his eyebrows. “Come on, Ash. Come to the dark side. It’s fun over here. We have lightsabers.”

      Asher, their eternal straight man—literally and figuratively—shook his head. “You, me and Owen have been roommates since freshman year of college. I’ve seen both of your lightsabers a thousand times. Believe me, neither has tempted me to give up Princess Leia’s buns.”

      “Hey,” Owen said, “why you gotta drag me into this? My lightsaber is pretty spectacular. Tell him, Fee.”

      She shook her head. “You know the rule. When it turns to Star Wars puns, I’m out.”

      None of the men had a chance to complain.

      “That reminds me.” Asher handed something across the table to Fiona.

      “What’s this?” she asked—then she recognized the material. “My sweater.”

      “You mentioned on the phone it was chillier in Baltimore than you’d expected, so I swung by your place to get it.”

      Fiona smiled, touched by the sweet gesture. “That was so nice of you.”

      Asher shrugged off the compliment, looking somewhat relieved to have her grateful attention distracted from him when Tris arrived.

      “Hey, Fiona, fellas.” He looked at Teddy, and Fiona did the introductions, as he was the only one of her friends who hadn’t been to the pub before.

      “Uncle Tris, this is Teddy Martin, the other writer on the show. And you remember Owen Winters and Asher McCarthy, of course.”

      Tris shook all their hands. “Sure do.” He gestured behind the bar to the framed, signed headshot Owen had given Tris during his last visit. “Still appreciate the picture, Owen. You got a lot of fans on this side of the country. They’re always impressed when they hear my niece writes for Wild Winters and find out you’ve been in the bar before.”

      Owen preened. The guy loved being famous. Way too much. “Yeah, well, I feel there’s something I should confess, Tris. It’s been weighing heavy on my mind for quite a while now, and I think I need to come clean.”

      Fiona leaned back and resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Owen was about to launch into some big old pile of ridiculousness, judging by his dramatic tone. The man truly was born to be an actor.

      “Oh yeah?” Tris asked with a slight grin.

      “As you know, the first time I was here, Fee and I were only nineteen and on break from college. I was young and in love⁠—”

      Teddy pretended to cough, barking out the word “lust” as he did so.

      Tris snickered.

      Owen continued as if nothing had happened. “I was an innocent boy, really, and I’m afraid I was led astray. Fiona insisted that we sneak down here in the middle of the night and steal a few shots of whiskey.” He gestured toward her. “There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do to impress her and, well…she made me do it. I told her it was wrong, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      Fiona recalled that night very well. And everything he said was true. But the roles were reversed.

      Tris laughed. “Yeah. That’s our Fee. Bad to the bone.”

      She snorted at her uncle’s joke.

      “Just the same,” Tris said, “I’ll be sure to add those drinks to your tab tonight in order to help clear that conscience of yours, Owen.”

      Owen frowned. “But⁠—”

      “No, no,” Tris said, well able to give as good as he got. “No more apologies. Nothing like cold hard cash to absolve you of your sins.”

      “You sure he’s straight?” Teddy asked Fiona, not bothering to hide his question from Tris. “No shot he’s even a little gay?”

      “No shot,” Tris replied. “But my wife is stopping by later if you want to consult with her on that.”

      Teddy gave him a wink. “Well, if you ever change your mind…”

      “You’ll be the first man I call.” Tris laughed. “What’ll you have?”

      “Pitcher?” Owen said, looking around the table.

      “Yeah,” Asher said. “We start drinking liquor and no work will get done. What’s that beer Baltimore is famous for?”

      Fiona winced. “No. Hell no. For the love of all that’s holy, can we drink something other than Natty Boh?”

      “How about Guinness then?” Teddy asked as he wiggled his eyebrows at Tris. “As a nod to our charming Irish host.”

      Fiona tried to hide her smile behind her hand at Teddy’s over-the-top flirting with her fifty-something uncle.

      Tris grinned and shook his head. “I can tell you’re going to be trouble. We’re going to have a talk later, Fee, about the company you’re keeping in California.”

      “Sounds long overdue, Uncle Tris.”

      Tris returned to the bar and Asher tried to get them on track. “Okay. Let me just pull up the file of the script. Here it is. ‘Anything Goes.’”

      The finale was going to be a wild ride for the show as the main characters decide to spend one night in “anything goes” mode while on an impromptu trip to Baltimore. The concept had been Fiona’s, and they’d all fallen in love with the idea that for one night, all the characters would do whatever they wanted without fear of consequences…and with hilarious results, of course. It was Fiona’s favorite script so far, and she couldn’t wait to see the finished product.

      Though she didn’t tell him often, lest it gave him an even bigger head, Owen was probably one of the best comedic actors she’d ever seen. Actually, the whole ensemble was over-the-top talented. It was one of the reasons the show was such a hit. Entertainment Weekly had run an article just a few weeks ago, claiming that Wild Winters had found the award-winning combination of writing and acting with Owen Winters at the helm.

      They’d given him some serious shit for that quote, though Owen swore up one side and down the other he’d never told the reporter he was in charge. Fiona tended to believe that was the truth. While they liked to call their work a team effort, there was no denying Asher was the one they’d all point to if anyone asked who the lead writer was, and she would probably be a close second.

      The rest of the cast was arriving in a week for the filming, which meant Asher was right. They really did need to buckle down and get to work. The producer had asked for quite a few changes, and a couple of them were pretty massive.

      Asher continued clicking keys. “Let me open my email. Al sent a list of things he wants changed, including that part in the opening scene where⁠—”

      Teddy’s phone pinged and his eyes lit up. “Ooo la la. My night just got interesting.”

      Asher peered over, squinting at the picture. “Who is that?”

      “Dimitur. My little Bulgarian bonbon. Tinder has been very, very good to me.”

      “That can’t be a real guy,” Asher persisted. “He looks like a model. Twenty bucks says someone is trying to catfish you.”

      “Let me see,” Owen said, grabbing the phone from Teddy. “Damn. If his lightsaber matches the rest of him…”

      Fiona snuck a peek, her eyes widening. “Whoa. That’s a loss for our team…if he’s real.”

      Teddy scowled. “Of course he’s real.”

      “Just the same, plan to meet him here. You can grab a table in the pub and we can keep an eye on you.” Poor Asher had been the dad of their group since they were eighteen years old.

      “Fine. Oh! He wants to FaceTime. I’m going outside.”

      Teddy was gone within seconds, passing Tris, who was on the way to their table with their pitcher and mugs.

      “That Teddy guy is a piece of work,” Tris said with a chuckle. “Pop is going to love him.”

      “My fear is he’ll flirt with Pop Pop too.”

      Tris laughed at Fiona’s genuine concern. “Oh my God. I’d pay to see that. Enjoy the beer. I’ll be back to check on you in a little while.”

      Owen grinned and waved to two women at a nearby table who’d obviously recognized him.

      Asher looked longingly at his computer. “I told Teddy coming here to work was a mistake.”

      “I said the same thing.” Fiona looked away when the two women started giggling, daring each other to come over and say hi. Sometimes she was really embarrassed by her gender.

      “Owen.” She waved her hand in front of his face.

      He misunderstood her annoyance, picking up the pitcher and pouring her a glass. “Oh, sorry, Fee.”

      “I’m not worried about the beer. I thought we were going to try to work on this scene.”

      Owen had already turned his attention back to the women at the other table.

      Asher closed the lid on his laptop. “This is pointless.” He picked up his beer and took a long drink. “I love Guinness. What do you say we get shitfaced tonight and hit the ground running tomorrow?”
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