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      “To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all.” Oscar Wilde
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      Delaney

      

      “Sharp left, wide right,” I mutter, knuckles white as they grip the steering wheel, repeating the only driving instructions the lady at the rental counter gave me when I arrived in Dublin.

      Muscles tense, fingers tingling with nerves, I swallow past the enormous lump in my throat and try to remember to stay to the left without hitting the stone wall and bushes that were built perilously close to the side of the road.

      I’ve been driving for two hours on what my phone’s GPS claims to be a highway. Highway, my ass. There’s barely enough room to fit two cars going each way.

      I cringe when my phone tells me to take another roundabout in two point two kilometers.

      As if driving on the wrong side of the road isn’t difficult enough, they had to make up their own measurement system, and have you drive in death-trap circles every hundred feet.

      I shouldn’t be here. Not alone. This was supposed to be Maeve’s trip. Not mine.

      She’d been planning every detail since she was sixteen. She’d just never been healthy enough to ever take it.

      Now, she never will.

      A wave of grief washes over me, and I have to blink back the tears before they threaten to blur my vision.

      It’s one thing to lose your best friend, it’s a whole other level of grief when she’s also your sister.

      I turn the radio on, needing the distraction, but it seems like every damn channel is playing the same song.

      “I see her face. Blurred by time. Arms outstretched, but never mine.” The voice is pure Irish brogue, deep and sexy, but the words are gut-wrenching, playing with my already fragile emotions. “Let the Irish rains wash away yer tears. Let me kiss away yer pain…”

      A small, almost hysterical laugh rumbles in my throat. If only it were that easy.

      “Come to me, my love. I’m waiting on the shore. It’s safe in yer harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.”

      Safe.

      What a joke.

      There’s nothing safe, nothing absolute in this world. Not the job I worked my ass off to get, or the sweet, well-spoken guy I allowed into my heart, and especially not the doctor’s prognosis that my sister would get better.

      I lost them all.

      One heartbreak after another.

      So, I packed my bags, bought the first ticket out of O’Hare International, gave my cheating fiancé his ring back, and decided to finally do the one thing my sister made me promise – cross off every adventure on her bucket list.

      I pull out the folded note from my pocket, and clutch it to my chest.

      “If something happens…” She’d placed it in my hand before her surgery. That list had gone everywhere with her. All of her dreams scribbled down on a damn piece of lined paper.  “If I can’t…”

      “You’re going to be fine.”

      “Promise me.”

      I’d made the promise. Not because I’d thought she wouldn’t make it, but because I believed with all my heart she would.

      Live your life for both of us, Delaney.

      I can’t hold back the tears that spill over my cheeks. Anger mixing with anguish.

      “Damn you, Maeve. And damn your list. And damn you for leaving me alone.”

      The tenor continues to belt out his depressing words. “Whiskey is the cure for a broken heart.”

      There’s no cure for a broken heart. Only ways of numbing the sorrow.

      I can still see her face, hear her words like they were spoken yesterday, “Sometimes I think you feel guilty that it’s me who’s sick and not you.”

      Of course I did. Cystic fibrosis is a genetic disease, one that at the moment of my conception I had a twenty-five percent chance of getting. It wasn’t fair that it skipped me, while slowly killing her.

      “Don’t let my illness stop you from living, Delaney. Find your happiness.” She’d given me the look, the one that always made me feel like she felt sorry for me. Like I was the one who had to go through daily treatments and weekly hospital visits.

      Those were her last words to me.

      And so, I’m here.

      Living.

      Or at least trying to.

      One month – no rules, no regrets. Just the damn list to guide me. That was the promise I made to her. It’s just taken me six months to get the nerve to do it.

      Well, six months and a kick in the ass from life. Four years of university hadn’t prepared me for how difficult the job market would be. But I’d managed to work my way up from office coffee girl to senior assistant in two years. Until last week, when I was let go due to budget cuts.

      The icing on the cake was finding my fiancé Matt in my apartment with another woman. He’d acted like it was somehow my fault for coming home early.

      Bastard.

      I rub the back of my neck, the lack of sleep catching up on me. I figure out the time change in my head. It’s almost six here, which means it’s close to noon at home. I’ve been awake for over thirty hours, and I’m exhausted.

      I couldn’t sleep on the plane.

      If my nerves weren’t enough, I ended up sandwiched between a fussy toddler, and a man who smelled like feta cheese and body odor. The combination was enough to have my stomach rolling the entire trip.

      I should have gotten a hotel in Dublin and slept off my jet lag before attempting to drive across the country, but I’m on a limited budget, and Maeve’s list is long.

      Thirty things in thirty days. It seems impossible.

      My first stop is Knocknarea. I have no idea where it is, other than the west coast, but I plugged the directions into my phone, and I’m praying I get there soon, because I still haven’t figured out where I’m going to stay. I’ll have to sleep in my car most nights, but tonight I’d really like a hotel.

      I yawn and rub my eyes, wondering if I should just pull over and sleep for a couple of hours. I don’t have the chance to decide, because a red blur comes barreling around the corner straight towards me.

      Shit.

      The driver doesn’t slow down, just keeps coming at me, taking up more than half the road.

      I panic and crank the steering wheel to the left. But I misjudge how much room I have, and the car skids with a sickening scraping sound across the old stone fence.

      Oh. My. God.

      I want to squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the impact of the car.

      Every muscle in my body tenses.

      Instead of crashing into me, the convertible lets out a blaring honk as it passes with more room between us than I’d originally judged.

      “Asshole.”

      That’s when I hear it – bang. Like a gun going off around me. I feel it in the center of my chest, an explosion at the front of the car. Then the wheel is ripped from my hands as it takes on a life of its own.

      I slam on the brakes, but in my hysteria, I hit the accelerator.

      The car skips across the right lane, crashing through stone and brush, rattling every bone in my body as it bounces down the side of a hill through a field of sheep. I pump the break and pray that they get out of the way in time.

      The car finally comes to a stop with one last jarring lurch.

      This. Is. Not. Happening.

      I bang my forehead on the steering wheel and scream at the top of my lungs until my throat is raw from the force of it. All the pent-up emotions I’ve been suppressing for the past six months rip through me in a tidal wave of grief.

      To make matters worse, what was a blue sky only moments before has turned a threatening shade of gray. One fat raindrop hits the windshield, followed by another, until the clouds open up and the rain is so heavy I can’t see two feet in front of me.

      I scream again. Louder this time. Shouting every swear word in my vocabulary, including a few that I’m pretty sure I just made up.

      “Ye all right in there?”

      My stomach lurches to my throat at the deep voice outside, and the rapping of knuckles against the passenger side window.

      I let out a small squeal when the door opens, and the large, very wet form practically dives into the car, slamming the door behind him.

      He’s dripping wet, his white V-neck t-shirt plastered across his chest and abs. Large fingers drag through dark hair that’s long at the top and shaved shorter at the sides. One glance and I know the guy is trouble. Sexy, tempting, Irish trouble. The kind of guy Maeve would have fallen for.

      Wild and rough.

      My breath catches when his gaze lands on me. Blue eyes hold mine, and a small frown plays at the corner of his full lips.

      I try to pull in even breaths, but my pulse speeds up, and heat races across every inch of my skin.

      “Are ye hurt? I heard ye screaming.” He reaches out and brushes his fingers across my forehead, causing a warm buzz to travel across my skin, straight to my core. “Did ye hit yer head?”

      I must have, because that’s the only reason I can think of for the reaction I’m having to him.

      He drops his hand, the muscles of his jaw clenching as he studies me.

      “Yer lucky ye didn’t hit any of Davie’s sheep. The wall he might forgive ye for, but his sheep are another matter.” The musical lilt of the man’s Irish brogue makes something in my stomach flutter.

      Focus, Delaney. I’m starting to think I may have a concussion or brain damage, because I can’t string a coherent thought together. Not with the way his gaze roams down my body then back to my face, eyes hungry, like I’m about to be his next meal.

      Yeah, the guy is trouble all right.

      “Did ye lose yer tongue?”

      “What?”

      “So ye can speak.” He lifts a dark eyebrow, and the corner of his mouth twitches up.

      Arrogance radiates off him. He knows he’s hot, and I’m pretty sure he knows the effect he’s having on me.

      I clear my throat and pull my gaze away from his face, but not before I notice the hint of a dimple in his left cheek. It’s almost hidden by his scruff, but it’s there.

      “Ye all right?” he asks again. His voice is dark, deep, and it vibrates in the pit of my stomach. God, that accent should be illegal.

      “Yes.” I shake my head, looking around desperately for my phone. “I just need to call a tow truck…and the rental center before it closes…or the insurance company.”

      I don’t even know who I’m supposed to call. I’ve never been in a car accident before, let alone while in a foreign country. I unclip my seatbelt and turn to search under the backseat, but the minute my foot leaves the brake, the car starts to roll.

      “Jaysus, woman.”

      The car jerks to a stop when he pulls the emergency break up. And the way I’m positioned, the movement causes me to fall backwards, landing straight in his lap.

      He grunts with the impact.

      My breath catches in my throat as his palm runs up my back, steadying me. His other hand rests on my leg, and his mouth is inches from mine, the warmth of his breath tickling my cheek.

      The coolness of his wet t-shirt is the only relief from the heat that scorches my skin at the contact.

      “Sorry.” I squirm, trying to move away, but I’m in an impossible position.

      My palms rest on his chest, and I swear I can feel his heart hammering with the same wild tempo as my own. I glance up, meeting the cool blue of his eyes.

      A shock and pleasure races through my system as I fight to make sense of the impulses that battle against common sense.

      For a moment, I swear the world stops moving. I’ve never been one to believe in instant connections, but something sparks between us. Then it’s gone so quickly, his eyes clouding over with apathy, that I’m left thinking I must’ve imagined it.

      He releases me, and I scoot back to the driver’s seat.

      Awkward silence stretches between us.

      “I can’t find my phone,” I mutter, chewing on my bottom lip.

      “Yer American?” He reaches between his legs and picks up the phone, handing it to me. His tone is harder now.

      “From Chicago.”

      He grunts. “No wonder ye were driving in the middle of the road.”

      “I wasn’t driving in the–” Shit. I realize who he must be. “Wait, you’re the jerk that ran me off the road.”

      “I didn’t run ye off the road, sweetheart.” His eyes narrow. “Ye had plenty of room.”

      “You were driving like a maniac. I don’t know what the speed limit is here, but I’m pretty sure you were well over it.”

      He opens his mouth to respond, then shuts it. His fingers rake through his hair, and he glances out the window. Cold and aloof.

      I shake my head, ignoring his sudden sullenness, and try to turn my phone on, but the screen stays black.

      “Damn it.” Tilting my head against the seat, I close my eyes and scream through gritted teeth, “Can this day get any worse?”

      There’s a deep huff beside me. “Come on. The rain is stopping. I’ll give ye a lift to wherever yer staying. Do ye have family here?”

      A small pathetic laugh bubbles in my throat. “No.”

      “No? Then what are ye doing here?” The way he says it sounds like an accusation. Like an American in Ireland is some rare occurrence.

      “I…” Shaking my head, I decide not to give him any more information than necessary. Because in all honesty, right now, I’m starting to wonder why the hell I came here in the first place. “I’m just…visiting.”

      “Where are ye staying?”

      The words come out in a rush of frustration. “I don’t know.”

      Silence.

      “Then where’d ye plan on sleeping tonight?”

      “Here.” I throw up my hands.

      “In yer car?” I can hear the judgment in his tone.

      Emotions tighten my throat, and I meet his hard gaze with my own, all of my frustration directed at him. “If you hadn’t come flying around the corner at me, I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      He ignores my accusation. “Let me get this straight. Ye came to Ireland, alone, and yer planning on living in yer car?”

      “Yes.” I cross my arms over my chest and tilt my chin up.

      His eyes widen just slightly, and I can’t tell if he’s impressed or horrified.

      “Ye running from someone?” Another accusation. I see his right eye twitch.

      “No.” Am I? In a way, I guess I am. Running from myself. From my parents. From my ex. Even from the memory of Maeve. I shake my head. “It’s complicated.”

      He mumbles something incoherent under his breath, but I make out enough of it to know he thinks I’ve got a few screws loose in my head. And right now, I’m wondering if he isn’t right. Because instead of sitting here arguing with him, I should be figuring out a way to get out of this mess.

      “If I can borrow your phone, I’ll call a tow truck. I’ll have the driver take me to the nearest car rental center.”

      “Ye won’t be finding a rental place round here. Even if there were, it’d be closing by now.”

      A small noise that sounds like a mix between a laugh and a sob escapes my lips.

      What am I going to do?

      Tears blur my vision, but I blink them away. Losing my cool isn’t going to help. And I’m not going to let this guy see me cry, no matter how easy it would be right now.

      The man lets out an irritated breath, and roughs his palms over his face and scruff.

      “Come on.” He opens his door.

      “Where?”

      He grunts. “Ye can come back to my place.”

      My mouth drops open.

      Alone with him?

      Not a good idea, my brain warns.

      But what are my other options?

      This trip is about trying new things. The old Delaney would never get in a car with a stranger, let alone go home with one. But desperate times call for desperate measures.

      When I don’t move, he adds, “Unless ye’d like to sleep here with the sheep.”

      Something tells me that would be a lot less dangerous.

      But not half as exciting.
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      Cillian

      

      I start up the hill, half expecting the woman to stay in her car. Half hoping, too. I don’t need this shit. Not today. I was wanting to stay off the radar for a few more days. But even if I could lose the American, I can’t ignore the damage to the fence. It won’t take long for Davie’s sheep to sniff out the escape route.

      Agitated, I drive my fingers through my hair, then pull out my phone and make the call that will announce my return. Because as good of a mechanic as Tommy O’Flynn is, he’s an even better gossip. I’ve no doubt the whole town will know I’m back, five minutes after I get off the phone with him.

      “Hey Tommy, it’s Cillian.”

      “Cillian Gallagher.” There’s shock and a hint of reverence in his voice. “Jaysus, it’s good to hear yer voice. Ye back now?”

      “Yeah. I’m over here at Davie’s, and I’ve got a bit of a problem. Damn American ran off the road. Going to need ye to tow the car. And can ye let Davie know he’ll have to come and fix his fence. She put a good sized hole in it.”

      “That’s a fret.”

      A small grunt behind me makes me look over my shoulder, just as the woman lets out a string of curses that would have Tommy blushing.

      She’s trying to lug her enormous suitcase up the hill, and the wheels keep getting stuck in the soft earth.

      I give a harsh shake of my head and blow a strained breath towards the sky.

      Already, I know the woman is one thing – trouble. Beautiful, sexy, American trouble, but still trouble. It’s the last thing I need right now.

      Thirty seconds home and I crash straight into it.

      Guilt, and a sense of morality I didn’t know still lingered in my stone-cold heart, are the only things stopping me from leaving her here.

      It’s not like I caused her to drive off the road. Not really. I drag my hand through my hair and wince. Sure, I was driving too fast, and I’d taken the corner wider than I should have. But the woman had more than enough room. It’s not my bleedin’ problem she doesn’t know how to drive. I grunt, because for tonight, it’s going to have to be.

      I end the call and trek back down the hill, keeping my gaze on her face and not letting it trail down to the curves she’s hiding under a baggy hoodie and ripped jeans.

      Dark hair is tossed on top of her head in a messy bun, and she wears little, if any, makeup. Not that she needs it. Her skin is that flawless, with a faint dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. But it’s her eyes that unnerve me. Hazel with flecks of gold and green. But it’s more what I see when I look into them that rattles me.

      Pain, anger, fear, mixed with strength, passion, and lust.

      A chaos of emotions trapped behind a mask of self-inflicted rules. But I see it, something wild just waiting to be set free.

      And she’s gorgeous.

      I don’t know why it irritates the hell out of me. But it does.

      “Give it to me,” I growl, reaching for the suitcase.

      “I can do it myself.”

      I grunt and let her try for another few steps, but when she loses her footing and slips back down the hill a few feet, I ignore her protests and take the bag from her.

      “Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph, what do ye have in here?” It must weigh over fifty kilos.

      “If it’s too heavy for you–”

      I narrow my eyes at her, and she clamps her mouth shut.

      When I toss her bag in the backseat of the car, I catch her watching me.

      I can see the uncertainty in her eyes. Like she doesn’t know if she can trust me. It’s not a look I’m used to. Even before Wild Irish hit the charts with the single Meet Me in Sligo, I’d never been starved for a woman’s attention.

      I could have had a different woman each night, but I’d played the part of the faithful fool. Unaware that the woman I cared about was fucking half of Ireland, including my own damn brother.

      It gutted me. Not just the betrayal. Hers, I could get over. His, I never would. But it was what came after – more bleedin’ lies – that sent me into a three-month drunken tailspin.

      My friends, my goddamn band members, guys who were like family to me; they sided with Owen, believing the bullshit he was spouting.

      He swore on our father’s grave that he hadn’t slept with Molly, but I’d seen her in his bed, her naked body draped over his. Hard to argue with the evidence.

      So, I left. Holed myself up in an apartment in Dublin for the last three months. Drinking. Fucking. Ignored everyone’s calls. Even when they threatened legal action against me after I told them to cancel our upcoming tour.

      Let them sue me. Because there’s no chance in hell I’ll ever play on the same stage again as my cheating, lying, bastard of a brother.

      “Get in,” I growl out, agitation making my voice gruffer than before.

      Her brows draw down. “Maybe I should wait here. If you could just call a tow truck.”

      “I already did.” I have to take a deep breath and grit my back teeth to stop the agitation from seeping into my words. But I’m pretty sure I still fail. “I’m not in the habit of kidnapping women, if that’s what yer afraid of.”

      “That’s not…” She lets out a slow uneven sigh and closes her eyes, like she’s trying to fight back tears.

      There was a time when I would have felt something other than irritation, but that part of me died with my brother’s betrayal. Now, the only thing I feel is cold, unrelenting bitterness.

      “There’s nothing ye can do out here. I’ll take ye back to my place and ye can call whoever ye need to. But I’d like to get out of these wet clothes before I freeze to death.”

      She gives a small nod, and thankfully doesn’t argue.

      I turn on the radio, trying to fill the silence. I wince when my voice filters through the speakers. “…It’s safe in yer harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.”

      “I think I’ve heard that song twenty times since I arrived here this morning. Who is it?”

      I rough my hand over my beard. “Wild Irish.”

      She gives a small nod. “They’re good. The song’s a bit overplayed, but I like their sound.”

      The sound that vibrates in my chest is a mix between a grunt and a growl.

      “You don’t agree?”

      “They’re overrated,” I mutter, keeping my eyes on the road, and turning the song off.

      Silence fills the car, and I’m grateful when she doesn’t try to fix it.

      It’s only when I pull to a stop in front of my house that I glance over at her.

      Eyes closed, mouth slightly parted, she’s fast asleep, a piece of lined paper clutched in her hand like it’s a lifeline.

      Even though I know I shouldn’t, I take the time to study her.

      My cock’s been aching since the second I opened her car door and saw that sweet little mouth of hers parted in an O, her eyes wide when they travelled down my chest, then back up to my face. The way her tongue darted out over her bottom lip, practically begging for my kiss.

      If I was back in Dublin, or on tour, I wouldn’t hesitate to let her have a taste. But I’ve got enough to worry about now that I’m back. And judging by how I found her, she comes with her own set of baggage.

      Best to just play the good Samaritan, then send her on her way.

      She stirs in her sleep and the paper falls from her hand.

      Curiosity has me picking it up and unfolding it.

      It’s a list.

      An odd list.

      I chuckle, shaking my head. Kiss a stranger…Skinny dip in the ocean…Cliff dive…

      I swallow hard at number twenty-two…Have a mind-blowing orgasm. My cock hardens at the thought of giving it to her and I have to adjust myself.

      Hell, having her in my house might be harder than I thought.

    



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/wildirishofficialebookcover.jpg






