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      This book (and series) is dedicated to my family—the real life Collins clan.
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      Can he make this moment last a lifetime?

      It’s been three years since Padraig lost his wife and since then, he’s been sleepwalking his way through each day, focusing only on work and family, while hanging out with his best friend, Emmy.

      The sum equivalent of Emmy’s experience with relationships is contained within the pages of the romance novels she writes while sitting at the end of the bar at Pat’s Pub. That is if she doesn’t count the secret crush she’s been harboring for Padraig since the first day she laid eyes on him.

      When Padraig realizes he’s in love with Emmy, they fall into each other’s arms. However, adversity strikes and Padraig–terrified of loving and losing again–pushes Emmy away. It will take the combined romantic efforts of the entire Collins’ family to help him win the heart of his best friend…and his second chance at happily ever after.
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      “I knew I would shed a tear or two with the Wilder Irish series ending and with this being Padraig’s story. I didn’t think I would cry like a baby.”

      ★★★★★ Simply Love Book Reviews – Goodreads

       

      “Get out the tissues, because you will cry sad tears, happy tears, excited tears, and once those emotions kick in, even silly things will make you cry (like wing etiquette!). This book was packed with emotions.”

      ★★★★★ Dar, Goodreads

       

      “This book was everything I could have imagined for Paddy and Emmy, and so much more! A perfect finish for the Collins Clan!”

      ★★★★★ Jennifer, Goodreads

       

      “5 Emotional Stars! - I loved it and stayed up too late because I couldn’t put it down. I am sad to see this series of Collins come to an end!!!”

      ★★★★★ Jennifer, Goodreads

       

      “If this series has to end, then this is the BEST way to end a series! I have literally read everything I can find that she has written, and this is my favorite series!”

      ★★★★★ Shannon Vaughan-Patton, Goodreads

       

      “It wasn’t smooth sailing the whole time because it wouldn’t be a Collins’ family book if it was too easy, but it was perfect and beautiful, and most of all a wonderful ending to what has been an amazing series.”  

      ★★★★★ Sharon, Goodreads

       

      “I am sad. Yes, I am seriously sad after finishing this book by the talented Mari Carr. Why? Because she has dared to end this wonderful series.”

      ★★★★★ Mia, Goodreads

       

      “I just finished Wild Chance and my emotions are still running high, the pile of tissues next to me is a testament to that. Mari Carr absolutely saved the best for last.”

      ★★★★★ Renee, Goodreads

       

      “What a way to end a series!!!!  I cannot wait for the spin offs of this series with the Moretti brothers!”

      ★★★★★ Carissa, Goodreads

       

      “It was a perfect ending. A best friend to lovers and second chance at love… There were tears of pain, heartbreak and love that will have you flipping the pages until the end.”

      ★★★★★ Rowena, Goodreads

       

      “Finally a Paddy & Emmy HEA!!!”

      ★★★★★ Tamara, Goodreads

       

      “Happily ever after done right…”

      ★★★★★ Jenna, Goodreads

       

      “I have loved the Wild Irish series since the beginning, and I couldn’t think of a better way to end this series by coming full circle.”

      ★★★★★ Phuong, Goodreads

       

      “Just Beautiful!  My heart is broken that this is the end of the Wild Irish books, but I loved this book and love that Padraig got his HEA!”

      ★★★★★ Bethany, Goodreads

       

      “An Era Comes To An End With The Perfect Couple!”

      ★★★★★ Shay Jay, Goodreads

       

      “If ever a book was worth the wait, this was it.”

      ★★★★★ Reading Red Room, Goodreads

       

      “Mari Carr takes us on an emotional roller coaster.”

      ★★★★★ Evita, Goodreads

       

      “If you haven't read the entire Wild Irish/Wilder Irish series, you are missing out!!!” 

      ★★★★★ Sandi Schoen, Goodreads
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      Patrick Collins took a long swig of cold Guinness and leaned back in his chair, soaking up his surroundings. His grandson, Padraig, sat across from him, grinning widely, if somewhat wearily. They’d walked the streets of Killarney for most of the morning and early afternoon until Patrick cried uncle, suggesting they break for lunch and a pint when he’d spotted what used to be Scully’s Pub back in the day.

      Patrick had met his wife, Sunday, at Scully’s, where he’d served as the bartender. Sunday had been hired to sing and play guitar on the weekends, and it hadn’t taken Patrick more than one glance of the beauty to fall madly in love.

      The pub had changed hands a few times since the good old days—as Scully had passed away decades earlier—and while it had been updated a bit, it still had the same atmosphere of an old-school Irish pub.

      “So you really met Grandma Sunday here?” Padraig asked.

      “I did indeed. She stood right over there on that stage in the corner, picked up her guitar, and sang with the sweetest voice I’d ever heard. Took one look at her and fell head over heels.”

      “This is seriously cool. I can’t believe I’m really in the exact same spot where you met Grandma Sunday. I gotta get a picture of this to text back to everyone else.”

      Padraig had always been one of Patrick’s biggest fans when it came to his stories about days gone by, and his grandson had admitted last night that being able to see the actual places from all the old tales was his favorite part about their trip to Ireland.

      Patrick cheesed for the camera as Padraig held up his phone, taking a selfie as the two of them pointed to the stage behind them, then his grandson texted it with the words, Sunday’s stage. First place Pop Pop ever saw her.

      Patrick anticipated that Padraig’s phone would begin pinging as everyone commented about the photo. Padraig had started a family group text just before they boarded the plane to fly to Ireland for their big trip. Since then, he’d taken countless pictures to text home, after which various family members would reply. The comments made Patrick feel as if they were all there with him, and it had warmed his heart that not only was he able to share this experience with his family, but that they were all so excited to see it, so interested in his past, so curious about their roots. He was indeed blessed when it came to his children and grandchildren.

      “You know, Scully’s reminds me a lot of Pat’s Pub,” Padraig added.

      The second the words crossed his grandson’s lips, Patrick saw the familiar shadow fall over Padraig’s face that appeared whenever the pub was mentioned.

      Patrick struggled to talk about Pat’s Pub as well, but he worked hard to hide that from his family. Thinking of his own beloved pub back in Baltimore, gutted by a fire a few weeks before the holidays, caused him more pain than he cared to admit. He’d been present to watch a lifetime of memories and treasures reduced to ash. The image was one he would never be able to erase, and for the first—and perhaps only—time in his life, he’d been glad Sunday hadn’t been there. It would have devastated his dear wife.

      Fortunately, no one had been hurt in the fire. Oliver, his grandson, as well as his partners, Gavin and Erin, who’d all been asleep in the apartment upstairs when the faulty electrical wiring sparked into flames, had managed to get out of the building via the fire escape.

      The fire was actually the reason he was here now in Ireland with his son, Tris, and grandsons, Padraig and Colm. The entire family had gone together on a Christmas gift, paying for this amazing trip, no doubt to distract Patrick from the upsetting memory and to keep him busy while his other sons, Sean and Killian, worked overtime to rebuild the pub.

      He hadn’t returned to Ireland since he and Sunday married and moved to Baltimore over sixty years earlier, and his family had decided now was the perfect time. It was the greatest gift he’d ever received.

      “Wonder what’s keeping Dad and Colm,” Padraig mused aloud, obviously seeking a way to change the subject.

      Patrick shrugged. “Who knows with those two? At this rate, Colm is going to have to buy another suitcase to get all his trinkets, knickknacks, and treats home.”

      Padraig chuckled. “Yeah, well, he showed up late to the party, so he’s trying to make up for lost time.”

      Colm, Padraig’s twin brother, had joined them for the last two weeks of their six-week adventure. Unlike Padraig and Tris, who were out of work until the pub reopened, Colm had a thriving law practice he couldn’t leave for such an extended period of time.

      Or at least, that was the excuse he gave. In truth, Colm was a newlywed with four-month-old twins—one boy, one girl—and Patrick was shocked he’d agreed to leave them for two hours, let alone two weeks. His previously confirmed-bachelor grandson was now the most doting father and husband on the planet.

      “He’s determined that every single person in the family get a keepsake from Ireland. Pretty sure he’s lost his mind,” Padraig added. “Our family is ginormous.”

      While Padraig was sharing the trip through photographs and texts, Colm was finding another way to ensure everyone got to enjoy a piece of Ireland. Colm was already planning a party upon their return where he could give out presents like a Gaelic Santa Claus. “It’s a nice gesture on his part and I’m sure everyone will appreciate the small gifts.”

      The bartender walked over to their table. “Another pint of Guinness?”

      They both nodded and as the man walked away to get their drinks, Patrick took a moment to gather his thoughts before bringing up what was bound to be a difficult subject. Glancing at his grandson, he decided there was no time like the present.

      “I’m glad for the opportunity to spend a few moments alone with you, lad,” Patrick said. He’d been trying to steal some time with Padraig throughout the entire trip, but it had been a whirlwind of activity ever since they’d stepped off the plane in Dublin. And now…their grand journey was winding down.

      “Oh?” Padraig asked, smiling his thanks as the bartender delivered their new pints and took the empty glasses away.

      “I was wondering if I’d ever told you what the name Collins stands for.”

      Padraig’s eyes widened. “Seriously, Pop Pop? I’m thirty-four years old and you’re just now getting around to telling me our last name means something? You must be slipping in your old age.”

      Patrick laughed. “I am but a young man,” he teased, beating his hand on his chest in an attempt to display his strength.

      Padraig nodded his head once. “I stand corrected. For you, the nineties are at most middle age. So tell me, what does Collins mean?”

      “Oh, I think you’ll like this. It means young warrior.”

      Padraig was clearly impressed. “Seems appropriate for our family.”

      “That it does,” Patrick agreed. “That it does.”

      He took another sip of his Guinness and studied Padraig’s face, hoping what he said next would be received well.

      Padraig had lost his beloved wife, Mia, to a brain tumor three years earlier and since then, he’d closed in on himself, simply going through the motions of daily life without truly living.

      He’d wanted to talk to Padraig about his future, about the need to move on, for the past few months, but between the fire, the holidays, and now this trip, the opportunity kept slipping away from him. Now, well…there were things that simply couldn’t remain unsaid. Life was too short.

      Patrick could swear he sensed Sunday’s spirit surrounding them right now. He glanced over at the makeshift stage and it seemed as if she was standing there, guitar in one hand, the other on her hip, giving Patrick that look that told him to pull his thumb out. Their grandson needed some tough love.

      “It’s time to put down the shield, Paddy, and pick your weapon back up.”

      “What?” Padraig asked.

      “You’ve been nursing your wounds too long, lad.”

      “Pop Pop—” Padraig started, but Patrick put his hand up and shook his head.

      “You’ve spent the past three years holding a shield in front of you. That’s not the way of a young warrior. Because it isn’t protecting you in battle. That’s not the way you’re using it. You’re hiding behind it. Pure and simple. It’s time to drop it, pick up your sword, and love again.”

      “Are you seriously comparing love to war?” Padraig joked, though Patrick could tell his words were striking a chord.

      “Yes. I am. Because it is a war you’re waging. Problem is…it’s the wrong one. I understand that you’re wrestling with grief and struggling with depression. That’s normal. But you’re also drowning in a sea of guilt.”

      “Guilt?”

      Patrick nodded, unsurprised that was the description that confused Padraig. It proved just how hard his grandson was still fighting against something that was clear as day to anyone else with eyes. “Mia never asked you to grieve for her forever. In fact, I recall that lovely woman asking you for the opposite.”

      “It’s not that easy, Pop Pop.”

      “I never said it was. But…it’s also not impossible, something I think you already know. And that’s what’s causing the guilt you’re feeling.”

      Padraig took a deep breath but remained silent.

      Patrick waited him out, forcing his grandson to face something he’d been fighting like the devil to ignore, to deny.

      No…not something.

      Someone.

      While Padraig might still be closing his eyes to the truth, Patrick could see it crystal clear.

      Padraig took another sip of his pint as he glanced out the window. “Okay,” he said at last. “Okay. You’re right. I need to move on. And I will. Soon. I just…I’m not sure…”

      “Paddy. You can do this.”

      Padraig didn’t look wholly convinced, something Patrick could understand and appreciate. The pain of losing Sunday had gutted Patrick, but he’d been older. He’d had many, many wonderful years with his wife, and they’d created a beautiful family together. He’d had his children—and then grandchildren—to sustain him, to fill his life with joy and love.

      Padraig was still a young man, one with a lot of love to give to another woman and—God willing—to children of his own. In the years since Mia’s passing, he’d thrown himself into work, pretending that the job was enough. However, since the fire, Padraig didn’t even have the pub to get him through each day, so the shadows caused by his depression came more frequently, lasted longer, were darker.

      “Sometimes I feel guilty,” Padraig confessed. “Guilty that I’m still here, still alive, when Mia’s gone. What right do I have to move on when she doesn’t have that option?”

      “No. You’re looking at this the wrong way. You owe it to Mia to live your life to the fullest. To do otherwise is disrespectful to her memory. She didn’t want you to stop when she did. You know that because she said it to you. Over and over.”

      “I know.” Padraig ran a hand through his hair, frustration rife in his eyes. “I know she did. But it doesn’t make this any easier.”

      “I never said it would be easy. But you can do this. I believe that with all my heart.”

      Padraig sighed sadly, but Patrick could tell he was thinking about what he’d said. The seed had been planted. With any luck, it would take root and his grandson would reach out for his second chance at happiness.

      Because Patrick didn’t doubt for a moment, it was there.

      She was there.

      All Padraig had to do was open his eyes and his heart and see her.

      Patrick smiled and placed his hand on top of Padraig’s. “Be brave, my young warrior.”
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      Emmy lay on her couch, staring at the blinking Christmas lights as her kitty, Luna, nestled next to her. Her other cat, Neville, was asleep at her feet, purring loudly. It was her third Christmas Eve alone, something that never got any easier. She was a people person by nature with more than her fair share of FOMO, so spending any holiday alone sucked.

      She’d called her brother, Sam, earlier in the day. He was in year two of a five-year stint in prison, incarcerated for selling drugs. The five-minute phone call was predictably awkward as she attempted to find cheerful, uplifting things to say. Things that were met with Sam’s usual reply—either silence or the occasional grunt that let her know the phone call hadn’t been disconnected.

      After that, she’d treated herself to steak and French fries, as well as an entire bottle of Chardonnay, unconventional holiday fare but her favorite dinner. She’d hoped the wine would allow her to simply pass out until Christmas Day, when—thank God—she actually had plans that included socializing with fun people.

      Her best friend, Padraig, had invited her to spend the day with his family tomorrow, a gift of immeasurable value as far as she was concerned. She’d been invited the previous year, and the memory of that day never failed to bring a smile to her face. The Collins clan did the holidays right, and it saved her from reliving that first Christmas alone for a second time.

      Her mother had passed away when Emmy was twenty-three, then her father had suffered a massive heart attack just before Thanksgiving three years earlier and her brother had been MIA at the time. She’d spent that entire Christmas alone, looking at old family photos and crying into her wine.

      She’d vowed she was never going to let herself drift back to that dark place and had actually researched cruises, thinking she could spend the holidays drinking mai tais on some Caribbean beach, and flirting with some hot island waiter.

      When Padraig invited her to Christmas with his family, she decided that was a much better offer. She was crazy about the Collins family…and Padraig. She’d always known that he wasn’t looking for a relationship, wasn’t interested in dating, so she’d tucked her attraction away.

      However, as more time passed, their just friends state was beginning to chafe.

      Her phone rang, rousing her from her melancholy state. “Speak of the devil,” she murmured to herself when Padraig’s face appeared on the screen.

      “Happy Christmas Eve,” she said as she answered, forcing as much cheerfulness into her voice as she could muster.

      “Right back atcha,” Padraig said with a chuckle, his tone more natural than hers. “Having a good night?”

      “Yeah. It was great,” she lied. “How was dinner at your parents’ house?” she asked, hoping to deflect before he asked for details about her less-than-great night.

      “The same as always. Loud—thanks to Kelli and Colm. And this year, with the addition of the twins, I’m pretty sure I have permanent hearing damage.”

      She laughed. “If you haven’t suffered hearing loss from your family before now, I suspect you’ll recover just fine.”

      “Still on for tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Of course,” she quickly replied. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Good. We’ve got a big surprise for Pop Pop this year. Something we’re hoping will take his mind off the pub.”

      Emmy swallowed heavily to dislodge the lump in her throat that appeared whenever she thought about the fire that had ravaged Pat’s Pub just a few weeks earlier. “What is it?”

      “Nope. Not telling. I know how susceptible you are to Pop Pop’s charms. If he figures out something’s up, you’ll be the first one he questions.”

      Emmy grinned with amusement but didn’t bother to deny it. “I’d like to defend myself against that, but who are we fooling? That man bats those chocolate-brown eyes at me and I forget my own name.”

      “Celebration starts at one,” he reminded her, though it wasn’t necessary. She’d had the date and time circled on her calendar for months.

      “I was thinking,” she said, the wine prompting her to speak before her too-reasonable brain could shut her up.

      “Yeah?”

      “Would you want to go out sometime…after the holidays?”

      “We go out all the time, Em.”

      Emmy had two choices.

      Backpedal or forge on.

      The queen of backpedaling when it came to Padraig, she actually shocked herself when she said, “I mean on a date.”

      Chardonnay for the win.

      “Oh.” And then there was a pause. “Em.” Another pause—this one more painful than the one before.

      She started to let him off the hook. To tell him to forget it. To blame the wine. But she held her tongue. Because she was tired of pretending…of hiding…of playing things cool.

      “Em. I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s…I’m not ready to start dating again. I think it’s better if we just stay friends.”

      The part of her that lacked all self-preservation held on for a split second, waiting, wishing, wanting him to add two more words to that assertion.

      For now.

      If he would include for now…she would keep waiting. God, part of her feared she’d wait forever if he said those words.

      But he didn’t say them.

      “Okay. Yeah. I didn’t meant to…I…I’m sorry, Paddy. Too much wine tonight. Went straight to my head,” she said, trying to make light of her disappointment and failing pretty spectacularly. She dug deeper and managed to pull just-friends Emmy out of the rubble. “It’s totally cool. Honest. We’re always going to be great friends.”

      “Best friends,” he added quietly.

      “Best friends,” she agreed, wishing that made her feel better. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      The silence that followed told her he wanted to say more, but, like her, it appeared he didn’t know how to recover from this. So he let them both off easy.

      “Sure thing. See you tomorrow.”

      

      Emmy sat in her car outside the restaurant for a moment, trying to get out of her head, wishing she wasn’t still hung up on that damn phone call from Christmas Eve.

      Five weeks had passed, but the memory of that conversation kept coming back to her, playing itself over and over in her brain. That night, while devastating, had been a wake-up call, a turning point, because she realized just how pathetic she’d become, hoping to win the heart of a man who’d already given his to someone else.

      She’d spent Christmas with the Collins family, managing to put her and Padraig back on steady footing, joking around, keeping things casual. By tacit agreement, neither of them mentioned the phone call, instead falling right back into their normal fun-loving friendship.

      But since the holidays, she’d doubled down on sorting her shit out. She had a definite vision of her future and it was way past time she found a way to get there, instead of sitting at the end of a bar, pining for her best friend.

      This was going to be her year.

      Of course, that determination hadn’t really been tested because she hadn’t seen Padraig since Christmas Day. He’d left for a grand tour of Ireland just a few days after. The two of them had maintained the status quo on their relationship through texts and phone calls. And now, Padraig was in the last week of his six-week trip with his grandfather, dad, and brother.

      She’d put the weeks away from him to good use.

      Or at least, she hoped so. Only time would tell.

      She glanced up at Kelli’s favorite Mexican restaurant, wishing for the thousandth time that she was meeting her friends at their usual stomping ground, Pat’s Pub. It had been a long winter for Emmy since the place she’d come to consider her second home—actually, she was there so much, it was probably her first home—had been closed down following the fire.

      She shook off that sadness, trying to comfort herself with the knowledge that the Collins family, who owned and operated the pub, were rebuilding it and, according to Padraig—during their last text exchange—it was slated to reopen just a couple weeks after he returned home from Ireland.

      She got out of her car and crossed the street. Entering the restaurant, she glanced around, then grinned when she spotted her friends.

      Sometimes she was amazed how much her life had changed in just two years. And she had the table full of women waiting for her, as well as the entire Collins family, to thank for that.

      Ever since she’d walked into Pat’s Pub that first time, nothing had been the same.

      Thank goodness.

      Her journey to the pub that initial time hadn’t been intentional or thought out. Instead, it felt like karma, or perhaps the spirit of her parents, had led her there. After all, Mom and Dad had met at Pat’s Pub, set up on a blind date by mutual friends.

      Her reason for venturing out of her apartment two years prior had been driven by a celebration after she’d achieved a pretty major life goal. Every second of that day was etched so deeply in her memory, it could have happened yesterday.

      She’d woken up to find an email from one of her superfans, telling her she’d made The New York Times best seller list. She’d begun writing romance novels when she was a teenager, and she’d sold her first book when she was just twenty. In the seven years since that first sale, she’d managed to make a name for herself, as well as more than enough money to live on after both her parents’ passing.

      Emmy had been certain the reader was mistaken about her hitting the list.

      But nope.

      It had been the truth. Her book was right there at number nine.

      Her immediate flash of indescribable joy was instantly dashed. She’d accomplished a major life goal—maybe the biggest—and…

      She hadn’t had a single soul to share it with.

      She’d thought of her parents, of course, wishing they were still alive. Her mother—in her healthy years—would have flipped out, put on music, danced around the apartment, and then made Emmy a four-layer chocolate cake to celebrate. Her father would have hugged her, bought her flowers, and told her how proud he was of her.

      But without them…

      Loneliness hadn’t been a stranger to her, but that was the first time it crushed her. The first time it felt truly unbearable.

      Emmy had turned a corner that day as well, aware that at some point, she’d dropped the reins on her life and had failed to pick them back up. So she’d walked away from her computer, gotten dressed in real clothes—rather than her usual loungewear—and headed outside. She’d decided to treat herself to lunch, not takeout or delivery, but to a real meal in a real restaurant.

      She’d walked into Pat’s Pub and boom!

      New life, new friends, newfound happiness.

      Emmy was certain the Collins family didn’t have a clue how much they’d impacted her world, changing it for the better.

      “Emmy!” Kelli called out from across the restaurant, her loud voice drawing the attention of pretty much everyone in the place. “Get your ass over here. We’re halfway through the first pitcher of margaritas.”

      Emmy grinned when the patrons’ gazes slid from Kelli to her as she made her way across the restaurant. Kelli Collins had a booming voice, a boisterous laugh, and one of those personalities that drew people in like moths to a flame.

      “You started without me?” she asked, gesturing to the margaritas in front of them as she hung her winter coat on a hook next to the large corner booth her friends had claimed.

      “You’re late,” Sunnie said, just before popping a chip covered with salsa into her mouth. “And the only reason there’s still half a pitcher left is because I’m pregnant.”

      Emmy looked at her watch. “I’m five minutes late.”

      Caitlyn waved her hand as if that only proved Sunnie’s point. “She’s not wrong about her pregnancy slowing down our pace. You’re going to have to pick up the slack.”

      Emmy shook her head in amusement, then sat down and thanked Kelli, who’d picked up the margarita pitcher and filled a glass for her. “I’m not a suitable stand-in for Sunnie. Only had two of these the last time and my head ached for days afterwards. They’re wicked strong.”

      “After all this time with us, you’d think you would have built up some kind of tolerance for margaritas,” Caitlyn mused, winking at her.

      Kelli topped up her own glass and Yvonne’s to empty the pitcher before waving to the waitress to order another.

      “Where are Layla and Erin?” Emmy asked, aware they were a few girlfriends short on the monthly margarita happy hour.

      “The Italian Stallions are in town today, consulting with Uncle Justin and Uncle Killian on the pub rebuild. They’re ready to start putting in the furnishings and decorations,” Sunnie replied, using her mother Riley’s nickname for the super-sexy Moretti brothers from Philadelphia.

      Moretti Brothers Restorations was an incredibly successful business known for their amazing skill at home and business renovations. They’d been featured more than a few times on various shows on HGTV. Of course, Emmy figured the fact that the business was run by four of the hottest guys on the planet probably helped get them on television as much as their mad carpentry skills.

      “They’re already on the decorating phase?” Emmy asked, wondering why she was so surprised to discover how quickly things were moving on the pub. The Collins family was a force of nature and the pub was the nucleus of their universe, so it stood to reason none of them would rest until it was put back to rights.

      “Already,” Yvonne said with a huge grin. “You should see the kitchen. It’s a dream. State-of-the-art everything.” Yvonne, along with her aunt Riley, served as cooks for the pub, as well as the connecting restaurant, Sunday’s Side.

      “Anyway, Layla and Erin and their guys are joining Layla’s brothers for drinks and dinner after the meeting,” Sunnie added. “Layla bitches nonstop about her overprotective brothers coming to Baltimore to check up on her too much, but damn if she doesn’t stop everything to spend time with them when they hit town.”

      If Emmy had brothers like Layla, rather than the one she had, she’d be exactly the same way, putting everything aside to spend time with them. The Morettis were a close-knit family, very much like the Collinses.

      “And where’s Darcy? She never misses,” Emmy said after taking a sip of her margarita.

      “She’s caught some sort of stomach bug,” Sunnie replied. “Which means we’re just going to have to double down on the ‘when are you getting pregnant?’ portion of happy hour next month.”

      Darcy, who’d married the love her life, Ryder, last summer, insisted she was in no hurry to have children because Clint, Ryder’s son from his previous marriage, was more than enough for them at the moment. Puberty had hit, and apparently Clint was giving her and Ryder a run for their money when it came to moodiness.

      Sometimes the size of the Collins family overwhelmed Emmy. There were countless aunts, uncles, cousins, spouses, and now, an ever-growing brood of babies. Emmy had counted nearly fifty people at Christmas before she gave up. A Collins Christmas was a far cry from her holidays growing up, which had consisted of just her, her mom, her dad, and sometimes—if he’d bothered to come home—her older brother, Sam.

      “Are you missing Colm?” Emmy asked Kelli.

      Kelli gave her an incredulous look. “He’s only been in Ireland a week. That’s not nearly enough time to miss that asshole.”

      Everyone laughed at the joke, though no one was fooled by it at all. Kelli and Colm had grown up together, spent nearly a lifetime as “frenemies” before succumbing to what Colm referred to as the Collins curse a year ago.

      According to Colm, whenever someone in his family fell in love, it was fast, hard, and forever.

      Emmy had laughed the first time Colm told her about the “curse,” and she’d even gone so far as to include the concept in one of her romance novels.

      Lately though, she was less amused by it, hung up on the one word in the curse that did indeed feel like…well…a curse.

      Forever.

      “Sleeping in his shirts?” Sunnie asked Kelli, proving exactly what Emmy had known as well.

      Kelli sighed. “Every damn night. Last night, I spritzed some of his cologne on his pillow. When did I become such a hopeless case?”

      “I think the phrase is hopeless romantic,” Emmy said.

      Kelli rolled her eyes. “I stand by what I said.”

      “Where are the twins?” Emmy asked.

      Kelli took another sip of her margarita. “With their grandma Lane, who actually issued a threat when I left, telling me she wanted those babies to herself for at least three hours, so y’all gird your loins. I intend to take her up on that, which means this happy hour is gonna be a marathon, not a sprint.”

      Yvonne rubbed her forehead. “Ugh. I can already feel tomorrow’s hangover coming on.”

      Caitlyn sighed. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen you girls. Not since Christmas. I’ll be glad when the pub reopens. I hate not knowing anything about what you all are up to.”

      Emmy also felt out of touch with her friends. Ever since the fire, she’d been forced back into her apartment. During her childhood, her family’s apartment had been her happy place, but nowadays, it felt as if the walls were closing in on her, the apartment too small, too quiet, too boring.

      Too lonely.

      “I agree. So,” Yvonne continued, “what has everyone been doing? Let’s catch up.”

      Sunnie grinned. “Landon and I have been painting-and-decorating fools. The nursery is already ready for this little munchkin and he’s not showing up until May.”

      “He?” Emmy asked. “Did I miss something?”

      Yvonne and Kelli also perked up.

      “If you did, we did too. It’s a boy?” Kelli asked excitedly.

      Sunnie grinned and nodded. “Yep. Aaron Jackson Riggs will be here before we know it. We’re naming him after my dad, and he completely flipped out when we told him. I think he might have cried a little bit. We’re planning to call him AJ.”

      They all lifted their glasses—four margaritas and one iced tea—and clinked out a toast to baby AJ, as Sunnie filled them in on the nursery’s color scheme and theme. Kelli suggested several baby must-haves Sunnie needed to include on her baby shower registry. Yvonne and Caitlyn chimed in as well.

      Typically, Emmy loved listening to all of their family/husband/kid stories, but today it was reinforcing the desire she’d been unable to shake the past few months. It was definitely time for her to take control of her life.

      Topping up their glasses yet again—Emmy was really going to pay for this tomorrow—Kelli turned her attention to Emmy. “Okay, your turn, girlfriend. What have you been doing since the holidays?”

      “Two things, actually.”

      “Ooooo…I love it. Lots to share. Spill,” Sunnie insisted.

      “First of all, I hit The New York Times best seller list again.”

      Everyone at the table cheered, and Yvonne admonished Emmy for not telling them that the second she sat down. She’d hit the list three times since her first visit to Pat’s Pub, and the Collins family always made her feel like a million bucks. Every single time, Riley baked her a cake, while the others bought her drinks at the pub, toasting “her brilliance.”

      Kelli leaned forward, her face filled with mischief. “You do realize I’ve been stockpiling the Times, and I’m,” she pinched her thumb and index fingers tightly together, “this close to figuring out your pen name.”

      Emmy laughed. “Which is why I never tell you I’ve hit it on the actual week I make the list. Let’s just say I was on the list sometime in the last month…or three.”

      Kelli groaned and good-naturedly called her a bitch.

      No one in the Collins family—with the exception of their grandfather, Patrick—knew her pen name. Originally, she’d held back telling them because her romance novels were spicy and she’d been a little embarrassed. Not of what she’d written but of how the Collins family might use that knowledge. In addition to their love of betting, they were experts when it came to teasing and practical jokes. She could just imagine Kelli and Colm standing up at the pub one night to do a dramatic reading from one of her bedroom scenes.

      Lately, however, she was withholding the name simply because it was fun. They were all working overtime to try to discover it, and she didn’t doubt for a moment there was some sort of betting pool running over who would figure it out first.

      Sunnie fired off a text. “I told Mom to start baking your cake. Told her to go red velvet this time. I’m having a craving for red velvet. So you have to share it with me.”

      “That was only one thing. What’s the other?” Caitlyn prompted. “Because I’m not sure you can top that news.”

      Emmy forced a grin, perfectly aware her next words were probably going to shock everyone at the table. “I’ve started online dating.”

      As she expected, all four of her friends erupted.

      “What?” Sunnie asked. At the same time Yvonne shouted, “When?”

      “Have you actually been going out on dates?” Kelli chimed in, barreling over the other women’s questions.

      Emmy shook her head. “Not yet. I’ve just been messaging with a few guys, but, well, I think I’m ready to progress to the next stage. Going to propose face-to-face meetings the next time I chat with each of them.”

      “Them?” Yvonne asked.

      “I’ve been talking to three men.”

      “Three different guys?” Sunnie asked, Emmy pleased to hear a definite “impressed” tone.

      “Yes. They all seem super nice and haven’t given off a creepy vibe.”

      Yvonne laughed. “God. How many creeps did you have to sift through to narrow it down to those three?”

      Emmy blew out a long breath. “Too many. I’d tell you about some of the dick pics random guys sent me, but I’ve had to work overtime—and drink a lot of wine—to erase them from my memory.”

      Sunnie scoffed. “I will never understand why some men think women want to see their freaking dicks. I mean, who even told these guys that wrinkly, hairy appendage is attractive?”

      “I have no idea,” Emmy replied sincerely. “But I swear the second I mentioned I was a romance writer, no less than five guys followed that pronouncement up with a picture of what they all assumed would serve as great inspiration for my next book. So gross. Needless to say, that’s when those conversations ended.”

      “Damn right. So…I’m curious. When’s the last time you went out on a date?” Yvonne asked.

      Emmy had expected this question. Mainly because since meeting and befriending these women, Emmy hadn’t been on a single date. Instead, she’d spent practically every day sitting at the end of the bar at Pat’s Pub, trying—and failing—to hide the fact she’d fallen in love with their cousin, Padraig.

      Dating was one of those things that fell off the radar about the same time she’d dropped the reins on her life. Her world had imploded slowly over the span of eight years, beginning with her mother being diagnosed with ALS when Emmy was seventeen, dying of the horrible disease shortly after Emmy turned twenty-three, followed by her dad’s massive heart attack, and then her brother being sentenced to prison.

      But the details about her mother’s disease wasn’t something she’d ever come out and talked to her girlfriends about. Her friends knew both her parents had passed away, but Emmy had never gone into much detail.

      Padraig—whom she considered the best friend she’d ever had—knew a bit more about her family issues because they spent a lot of time together and, true to the cliché about bartenders, he was a great listener and very easy to talk to.

      As such, he knew how her parents had died, the fact her brother was in jail, all the nitty-gritty details of her career writing and publishing romance novels, except for her pen name. He also knew she was crazy about her cats, loved white wine, and that she was obsessed with Hallmark Christmas movies.

      Honestly, Padraig knew more about her than anyone else in the world, but there were still parts of herself—big parts—that she’d held back, hidden from even him.

      Like what she was about to confess now.

      “I haven’t been on a date in nearly three years. And I haven’t had a real boyfriend since high school,” she admitted, fighting the urge to giggle when the table went unusually quiet.

      “High school?” Yvonne asked.

      “Yep. I was seventeen. His name was Brandon. It was love at first sight and lasted about four months,” she emphasized. “Practically a lifetime in high school years.”

      These women were never at a loss for words, so the current silence was pretty amusing.

      Sunnie, of course, recovered first. And, in typical fashion, jumped straight to the big question, ignoring the thirty-seven thousand others she could have asked first to ease them into this. “Emmy. Are you a virgin?”

      “Wow. You went straight for the jugular,” Emmy said, hoping the joke would ease the sudden seriousness on all their faces.

      Sadly, no one laughed.

      To heck with it, she thought. She’d come here today determined that she was going to open up to these women because she needed advice and encouragement. “No, Sunnie. I’m not. I’ve had sex.”

      “With Brandon?” Yvonne asked.

      “Yeah. He was my first.”

      “But was he your last?” Kelli tossed out.

      Emmy sighed. “No. He wasn’t. I had a one-night stand shortly after my mom died that I totally regret. It was driven by grief and a fuck ton of tequila. And then the guy I went out with a few years ago.”

      “Define a few years ago,” Yvonne said.

      “Four years.”

      “And nothing since then?” Kelli asked for clarification.

      “Holy shit,” Sunnie cried. “I’m pretty sure the hymen grows back after three years.”

      Emmy rolled her eyes and laughed. “Shut up. It does not.”

      “Why three years?” Kelli asked Sunnie.

      “I don’t know. It just sounds right to me,” she replied confidently.

      Kelli laughed and chucked a tortilla chip at Sunnie. “You are so fucking random.”

      “But, Emmy, you write romance,” Yvonne said, her brow furrowed, as if she was struggling to put the pieces of a puzzle together. “I thought you said they were sexy romance stories.”

      “They are sexy,” Emmy replied. “Very sexy.”

      “How do you describe,” Yvonne waved her hands around, then leaned closer, whispering, “orgasms if you haven’t had one in a million years?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve done research. A lot of research.”

      Kelli burst out laughing. “Oh my God. You just totally admitted to watching a ton of porn. What’s your go-to search? Bondage? Anal? Gang bang? Wait. I bet you’re a hentai girl.”

      “I’m random?” Sunnie blurted.

      Emmy rolled her eyes. “I’m not admitting to any of that.”

      “Gotcha,” Kelli said smugly. “All of it. Kinky bitch. I love it.”

      Emmy didn’t need a mirror to know she was blushing like a fiend. Regardless, she wanted to tell her friends everything because once she started going out on honest-to-God real dates again, she was going to need their guidance. She’d taken herself off the market for way too long.

      “I’ve had orgasms, Vonnie. With all three of the guys, and since then, a ton of self-induced ones. I’m a writer—my imagination is fairly huge. You know as well as I do, you don’t need a man to have an orgasm. Just a hot fantasy world, an hour or two to rewatch that honeymoon scene in Outlander, and some good sex toys.”

      Emmy enjoyed the raucous laughter her words produced. Her role within the group was usually that of the quiet friend, while the other ladies told the risqué jokes and stories that had her in stitches. It felt good to be on this side of the conversation for once—to be the one who was bold and audacious and funny.

      “This might be the greatest margarita date yet,” Kelli proclaimed. “Layla, Erin, and Darcy are going to be pissed they missed it.”

      “So to recap for those not in attendance,” Sunnie said, a twinkle in her eye that said she was enjoying this all way too much. “Our sweet-as-pie friend Emmy is a born-again virgin romance writer with an arsenal of sex toys and a sketchy-as-hell internet history. Does that sum it up about right?”

      “You nailed it,” Kelli said.

      “I’m confused,” Caitlyn said. It wasn’t until she spoke that Emmy realized Caitlyn hadn’t added anything to their conversation.

      “What are you confused about?” Emmy asked.

      “Why online dating? Why not Paddy?” Caitlyn asked.

      Emmy wasn’t sure how to respond. She’d thought Sunnie’s virginity question was going to be the most difficult one to answer, but Caitlyn had blown that out of the water.

      Of course, it wasn’t as if Emmy didn’t have an answer. It was the answer to that very question that led her to online dating. “We’re just friends, Cait.”

      Sunnie didn’t let that answer lie. “So were Landon and I. And Yvonne and Leo. That just friends thing doesn’t cut it at this table.”

      “Maybe not, but he’s not ready.”

      Padraig had been a grieving widower for just over a year when Emmy met him. And while she’d never met his wife, Mia, Emmy felt like she knew the woman. Because of Padraig’s occasional comments about her and the stories the Collins family told. Mia had obviously been an incredible person and she had won the heart not only of Padraig but his entire family. Their fondness for her and the way they all missed her touched and broke Emmy’s heart simultaneously. Mia had left a huge hole when she passed away, one that she wasn’t certain Padraig would ever attempt to fill again.

      Kelli tilted her head, considering the response. “I disagree. I think he is ready.”

      Emmy was certain Kelli didn’t have a clue how much those words hurt. No doubt her friend was trying to give her hope where there was none.

      “No, he’s not,” Emmy said quietly.

      Kelli never gave up easily. “Yeah, but how do you know that for su⁠—”

      “He told me,” Emmy cut in. “I asked him out on a date and he said he wasn’t ready. Said we couldn’t be more than friends.”

      “When did you ask him out?” Sunnie asked. “Because maybe he’s changed his mind since then.”

      “Christmas Eve.”

      “Oh,” Sunnie whispered.

      For the second time today, Emmy managed to render the table silent. This might be a record.

      Caitlyn recovered first, the lawyer in her clearly searching for a loophole. “He really said those words? Just friends?”

      Emmy nodded. “Yeah, so I’m moving on. For him and for me. I don’t want to lose his friendship, and I’m afraid it’ll drive a wedge between us if he thinks I’m pining for him.”

      No one bothered to refute that statement. And while in her head, Emmy may have accepted that Padraig was never going to feel for her what he felt for Mia, her heart would take a little longer to catch up.

      “So…” she said, pasting on a cheerful smile. “I think it’s time for me to accept that fact and move on. Actually, I’ve already accepted that,” she lied. “And I’m excited about meeting these other guys.”

      No one looked convinced. She was obviously a lousy liar.

      But it didn’t matter. She’d put the time Padraig was in Ireland to good use. Signing up for the dating app, creating a profile, and putting herself out there, while really thinking about what she wanted her future to look like.

      She glanced around the table at each of them. “I want what you have,” Emmy admitted. “To fall in love with a man who falls right back. Marriage. Babies. My very own happily ever after. I can’t keep living vicariously through the characters in my books. It’s time for something real. Not…imaginary.”

      She was fairly certain every woman at the table knew exactly what she meant by imaginary. She wasn’t talking about her books. She was talking about Padraig.

      “Then that’s what we’re going to get you,” Sunnie said, slapping her hand on the table.

      “Hear! Hear!” Kelli lifted her glass. “There’s a fourth-grade teacher at my school who’s single. He’s pretty cute and great with kids. I’ll set you up.”

      “Oh!” Caitlyn chimed in. “There’s an awesome guy who works for Lucas who’d be perfect for you.”

      “I’m going to check with Landon, see if there are any hot single cops at the precinct,” Sunnie added.

      Emmy raised her hands. “Wait. I already have the three guys I’m talking to on the dating app.”

      Yvonne sighed. “Oh, babe. You’re going to have to trust us. You’ll kiss a lot of frogs before you find that Prince Charming. Keep all your options open. Let them set you up.”

      And this was why Emmy had come to her friends.

      “Okay. Let’s do it. Set me up with all of them.”
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