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  “I have read all of the O'Neil books. I just couldn't get enough of this family. I laughed, I cried & fell in love with all the characters.”


   


  “I loved getting to know the whole family. I wish there were more books on the rest of the family.”


   


  “As each O'Neil book comes out, I find myself drawn more and more into their world. I'll be waiting very impatiently for the last two brothers' books.”


   


  “Ms. Shay is such an excellent writer. No one can create families with sibling relationships so true-to-life: funny, sweet, petty spats, taking criticism from them that you wouldn't take from anyone else.”


   


  “I thoroughly enjoyed this series. There was romance with suspense, espionage & modern-day political trials that made the stories very enjoyable.”
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  “I, Clayton Jon Wainwright, do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States."


  Dressed in stunning lightweight suits, with their women at their sides, the four O’Neil brothers lined up off to the left of their brother-in-law as Clay took the oath of office to become the president of the United States. Pat had to smile, despite the somber, important occasion.


  All the young O’Neils were here, too, and stood quietly—which was a shock—observing the monumental event. Ma and Pa sat closest to their daughter Bailey, who looked pretty in a blue summer suit, with her hair curling down her back. Ma held the baby on her lap and Pa had corralled the two year old. Clay’s other sons were at his side. Now, Clay’s oldest would need increased Secret Service coverage at graduate school, and Ma and Pa would have to cancel their cruise until it could be determined how to keep them safe. Since Mark Langley had announced last month he was stepping down as president and giving his full support to Clay, everything was up in the air.


  When the inaugural ceremony was finished, Clay pulled Bailey and the boys close. Then he turned to the vice president, Lindsay McMann, her husband and twins. Looking younger than her forty-three years, she hugged the president, and he shook hands with her spouse.


  The early June afternoon was hot, making the scent of the multicolored flowers heavy, but Clay had wanted to have the ceremony in the Rose Garden of the White House, often used for small events. Since the circumstances of his assumption to the presidency were unusual, he’d gotten his way, despite Congress’s disapproval of how he was handling the celebration. Inside, where they would soon go for a meal, a small band began to play, and Clay took Bailey to the patio and danced with her to “At Last.” The sun peeked through the trees, bathing them in light, and Pat considered that a good omen.


  Beside him, Brie, looking beautiful in an obscenely expensive yellow dress, leaned into him. “Can you believe it?”


  “Nope. How’d this happen to our lives?” He asked the question only half-jokingly.


  “I have to say, Patrick O’Neil, it’s been quite a ride with your family.”


  Was she implying the ride was over? No, he wouldn’t think that way. He’d promised himself, after their last big fight—which they were just getting over—he would curb his tendency to overreact to every word that came out of her mouth. “That it has, lass.”


  Scanning the onlookers to the inaugural dance, he caught sight of his brother Dylan off to the side, under the roof of the patio. Dylan leaned in close to Rachel, his soon-to-be wife, and pointed to the big white house. An agent stood behind them, too. “Huh? Wonder if they’re having a spat?”


  A slight breeze caught Brie’s hair, teasing the strands, as she tracked his gaze and gave a mysterious smile. “I doubt it.”


  “Do you know something, woman?”


  “I know a lot of things, Patrick.”


  As he studied his brother, he saw Dylan’s expression turn into a frown. Pat transferred his gaze to Rachel…just as she slipped to the ground.


  What the…? His heart beat a fast clip as he strode over. But several agents had closed in around the three of them, effectively cutting out the family. His other two brothers, Aidan and Liam, rushed up to Pat, followed by their wives.


  “Is she hurt?” Aidan asked. “It looked like she got shot.”


  “Oh, my God,” Liam added. “Dylan?”


  Brie said calmly, “Rachel collapsed.”


  Pat’s sisters-in-law, C.J. and Sophie, shared a look with her.


  “We have to get to Dylan to see what’s wrong.” Aidan’s voice rose a notch.



  “No, honey,” C.J. told him, “we don’t.”


  Liam started forward. Sophie stayed his arm. “Liam, it’s okay.”


  Pat’s eyes narrowed. “What’s going on here? What do you know?”


  Shaking her head, Brie once again locked gazes with the other women. “We have to tell them or they’re going to have a brawl with the Secret Service trying to get to Dylan.”


  C.J. put her hand on her seventh-month-along, rounded belly. “Rachel’s pregnant, too.”


  Aidan’s jaw dropped, and Liam slid his arm around Sophie. “Keeping secrets now, love?”


  Sophie leaned into him. “It was Rachel’s business to tell.”


  “She didn’t say anything because of me, right?” Pat asked. He and Aidan were giving it their all, trying to accept Rachel into their lives, but after what she’d done with her publicity of the O’Neil family, the attitude adjustment was hard.


  “I think they wanted to keep it to themselves for a while.” Brie’s voice was calm, happy.


  “Then how come you know?” Pat couldn’t keep the annoyance from his voice.


  “She barfed all over the front of my car when the four of us went to lunch one day.” Brie chuckled. “We recognized the signs.”


  Still reeling from that, Pat heard his phone ring. Who would call him at a time like this? After fishing the cell out of his pocket, he clicked on. “Pat here.”


  “Patrick, this is Bridget.” Their bartender at the pub in New York, who was in charge while the O’Neils were in D.C. “Sorry to bother you, lad, but the place is a loony bin. We’re only letting in the number of patrons we can serve, but nobody’s even thinkin’ to leave. They keep takin’ pictures, so I guess they’re tourists.”


  “Give them some time, then shoo them out.”


  “I’ll try, but the ones outside are getting restless. They’ve been jostling each other, and me and Sweeney are fearin’ they’re gonna come through the windows.”


  “How many are there?”


  “The crowd is as far as the eye can see.”


  “Holy hell.”


  “What should I do?”


  He didn’t know. His gaze landed on Mitch Calloway, Bailey’s top agent. “Hold on a sec.” He crossed to Mitch and relayed the information.


  Mitch was all business. “Tell Bridget that help is on the way.” He took out his cell. “I’ll make some calls and get people down there for crowd control.”


  Turning back to the matter of his brother, Pat saw the Secret Service had dispersed and Rachel was seated on a bench, with Dylan beside her. Her face was totally pale, and Dylan’s almost matched it. Dylan’s son, Hogan, who’d rushed to them too, looked ill.


  Hell, Pat thought, nothing was ever going to be the same again. And one thing Pat knew about himself, he didn’t like change.


  
    oOo

  


  Escorted by the Secret Service into a bedroom so large Dylan had joked it sported more furniture than his condo, Brie stood in the doorway and watched Rachel and Dylan before they knew she’d arrived. Who would have ever thought her playboy brother-in-law would be so involved in a woman that he wouldn’t notice two people behind him? His hand brushed down Rachel’s auburn hair, and they were speaking softly.


  Hogan, seated in a chair next to him, held Rachel’s hand. He’d told Brie he liked Rachel a lot and was thrilled about the baby.


  “Hi, guys.”


  Turning, Dylan smiled. His face was still pale but the lines of worry around his mouth disappeared. “Hey, Brie. Thanks for coming up.”


  Approaching the bed, Brie stopped at the footboard. “You’d better get down there and calm the troops. Your brothers are frantic.”


  “He should go.” This from Rachel, who sounded remarkably strong. “We’ve been up here awhile.”


  In a similar suit and looking more like Dylan than ever, Hogan stood. “I’m going down.” He kissed Rachel, squeezed his dad’s shoulder and smiled at Brie. “Aunt Brie.”


  “You doing okay, honey?”


  “Yeah. She seems good.”


  After Hogan left, Brie put her hand on Dylan’s back. “I’ll stay with her.”


  “All right.”


  Dylan left, albeit reluctantly, and Brie took a chair next to the bed. Dressed in a sage-green suit, now with the jacket off, Rachel sighed. “I’m fine.”


  “Of course you are.” Brie glanced after where her brother-in-law had gone. “Men turn into wimps when they’re going to have babies. Even Hogan.”


  Rachel’s grin was sun bright. “I kind of like that about the kid.”


  “Just feeling weak?” Brie asked. She’d never collapsed when she’d been pregnant, not even during those months when she’d carried Sinead. She shivered, thinking of how awful that time had been and how she’d hurt Patrick—irrevocably, it turned out.


  “Yes. I can’t believe the exhaustion that descends on me every afternoon. I think the thick smell of the roses didn’t help, either.”


  “I assume you’re eating right. Sleeping enough.”


  “Again, yes. But my stomach’s always queasy.”


  “After the first trimester, you’ll feel better. I always did.”


  Rachel shook her head. “I worry about the pregnancy in general, Brie. There’s a history of miscarriage in my family.”


  “As Liam always says, don’t buy trouble before it comes your way.”


  “I’m trying.” She nodded to Brie. “I can’t imagine having four.”


  “Huh! By the last one, I worked full-time, up until five hours before the baby was born.” And Pat had had a fit. “However, I don’t recommend that.”


  “I haven’t missed any of my cable shows yet, except to come down here for the inauguration. But right now the thought of facing a camera at night is overwhelming.”


  Brie crossed her legs, enjoying the slide of silk over her bare skin. “Can you take some vacation?”


  “I could, but it would be inconvenient. Getting this orphanage off the ground is a challenge, even though Bailey has the White House behind her. And I need to promote it on my program.”


  Picking up Rachel’s hand, Brie said, “Rach, one thing I learned in all these years of motherhood and marriage to an O’Neil, is to take help when you need it. We’re all here for you.”


  “You’re probably right. If I’m not feeling better when we go back to New York, I’ll take a few days off.”


  They chatted about babies and balance, about the O’Neil brothers until Dylan returned.


  “Are the guys okay?” Rachel asked.


  “Yeah, after they beat me up—metaphorically—for not telling them.”


  Brie stood and kissed Rachel’s head, said, “Call if you need me,” and left the two alone. As she walked through the corridors of the White House, Brie once again marveled at the path an O’Neil marriage had taken her on. She hoped Rachel’s was a lot less rocky than hers had been, and still was in many ways.


  
    oOo

  


  Patrick stared at the White House kitchen, which was equipped with every gadget and appliance known to man. Even the arch overhead and the island where they sat were stainless steel. Still, he said, “I like ours better at the pub.”


  Liam chuckled from where he sat across from Pat. He picked at the remnants of a leftover cake that had been bigger than Mars. Its sweet scent filled the air, masking the stronger smells of their earlier meal of filet and lobster. “You kidding? I’d give my right arm to work in a space like this.”


  “We aren’t good enough for you anymore?” Pat asked, trying to erase the bite from his tone. Apparently he was unsuccessful.


  “Whoa, big brother. What’s gotten into you?”


  One thing Pat had learned in the past few months was to not keep so much inside. “I hate that the women all knew about a new baby and we didn’t.”


  Dylan rolled his eyes and sipped his Guinness, which the White House staff had brought in just for them. “I told you that we wanted to wait until the first trimester was over.”


  “Why?” Aidan asked.


  “The women in her family have had some miscarriages.”


  “He’s entitled to wait, Paddy.” This from Liam.


  “I guess. Let’s change the subject.”


  “I got the best bedroom.” Aidan was trying to perk up the conversation by starting a bout of their perpetual one-upmanship. “C.J. knew which one to pick because she’s been here so many times.” C.J. had been Bailey’s Secret Service agent.


  “Yours has too much yellow,” Liam retorted. “We like the Lincoln bedroom best because it’s original. Sophie got a kick out of the carved oak bed.”


  Pat snorted. “Mine’s got pink walls and a canopy bed. Enough said!”


  “You mockin’ my house?” They all looked over and saw their sister standing in the entryway to the massive kitchen. Behind her, a night-time agent hovered just outside the entry.


  “Nah. Come on over, girl.” Pat studied Bailey as she approached him.


  Her hair was a mess after the fancy curls she’d worn today, and he remembered brushing tangles out of the heavy mass for her when she’d been little. She wore a demure bathrobe, but he could see a Syracuse jersey peeking out.


  “We were just sayin’ how we were glad you made us stay here instead of across the street at Blair House.”


  That guesthouse had fourteen bedrooms; all the visiting children—and Rory—were staying there, under supervision. Sinead, Hogan and Cleary had been thrilled by one of the rooms’ electronic setup.


  She walked to the island. “I like breaking protocol.”


  “We know you do.” Patrick remembered when she’d gotten into all kinds of trouble for breaking the rules during her anti-gang activities. “We thought you were asleep long ago.”


  “I was. But I woke up and had a feeling you guys were down here.”


  That brought a chuckle from Pat. “Remember how Mama used to put you to bed, but you’d always sneak out and find me and Dylan watching TV or playing Sorry or Battleship?”


  Bailey giggled. “You taught me how to play.”



  “We should’ve made you go back to bed.”


  She took a sip of Pat’s beer. “I loved that you let me stay up.”


  Pat kissed her head. “And now here you are, First Lady of the good old USA. Who would’ve guessed?”


  “Yeah, who would’ve?”


  Frowning, Pat caught Aidan’s eye, then Dylan’s, then Liam’s. “Something wrong, lass?”


  “What could be wrong? My husband just got sworn in as the president.” Bailey held Dylan’s gaze a little too long, and Pat caught the nod he gave her.


  “You didn’t want this,” Aidan said. “Did you?”


  She scanned her brothers. “No. I wanted to be home in New York with you guys and Ma and Pa. But I knew what I was getting into when I married Clay.”


  Pat shook his head. “Honey, nobody knows what they’re gettin’ into when they marry.”


  The remark made everybody laugh.


  “Seriously, Bay, you wanna talk about it?” Aidan again.


  “Nope, but I know what I want to do.”


  The boys spoke simultaneously.


  “What?”


  “Oh no.”


  “Geez”


  “Here we go.”


  As a young girl Bailey had a penchant for getting them all in trouble. “Anybody up for bowling?”


  Pat stood. “Me! We might as well take advantage of this mansion.” Putting his arm around his little sister, he said, “Lead the way.”




  
    Chapter 2
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  “I hate to hire a stranger.” Pat spoke to his brothers as he stared down at the list of people who’d applied for the waitressing job at the pub. The family had been home from the Washington celebration for almost a week. They’d had to make some business changes because Bailey’s new notoriety had brought more people to the pub. Though they were still open for breakfast, they’d agreed to serve only the firefighters. Lunch and dinner would be for the throngs of people who stood outside the door every day waiting to get in, and they’d extend those hours but still close between meals.



  About ten feet away, Sinead was bussing tables. He resembled Pat, particularly when he wore the pub T-shirt. He must have overheard Pat’s comment about hiring strangers and now headed toward them. Just the sight of him warmed his father’s heart. The boy and he were tight—always had been, always would be. “I can help out more, Dad.”


  “You’re already scheduled to work with Mom. And you gotta have some free time. It’s your vacation from school.”


  Sinead went to Fordham, as his mother had, and was majoring in business, again like her. But he was Pat’s boy, through and through.


  “I like being at the pub, Dad.”


  “I know. And you can work here twenty hours a week. But we still need somebody else.” He scanned his brothers, who sat around a table by the windows. They nodded. Mostly they were on the same page in business matters and particularly in not burdening their kids with work. They did let Hogan and Cleary cleanup for extra money sometimes.


  Dylan socked Sinead in the arm. “You gotta make us O’Neil men proud, kid, and start dating a redhead.”


  Sinead blushed. He’d had a steady girlfriend in high school, but they broke up after they’d left for different colleges. The two teens had been close for four years. But both sets of parents hadn’t been happy about their relationship because they were so young. Their split had been amicable and that had eased Pat’s fears. As far as he knew, Sinead wasn’t dating anybody else.


  When his son left to finish his job, Liam leaned forward. He’d cooked an Irish breakfast that morning, and the scent of eggs and meat still hung in the air. “I don’t like hiring strangers, either, Pat. But we got no choice.” Liam pointed to the list of applicants. “Besides, other people might bring some new blood to the place.”


  Pat grunted, “We don’t need new blood. I like things just the way they are."


  From his seat across the table, Dylan shook his head. “Here we go again.”


  Ignoring the comment, Liam said, “I’ll set up the interviews with the cooks. Pat, you do the waiters/waitresses. Dylan, contact Sweeney and see if he and his son can take some more bar time.” Sweeney had closed his place a while ago, sending business the O’Neil way, but he’d told them if they ever needed help, to contact him. He’d subbed several times.


  “Fine by me.” Dylan rose. “I’m hanging around for a while. After I call Sweeney, I’ll be in the office, working on my book.”


  Pat wasn’t keen on the idea of Dylan’s new venture—the sensational story of how he and Rachel Scott, the O’Neils’ nemesis, had fallen in love. But Pat kept his mouth shut. Two months ago, they’d had a hell of a brawl over Dylan’s relationship with Rachel, and Pat was trying to avoid another. It had been a painful, dark time in the family. Nobody had gotten back to normal yet.


  After Liam took his names to the kitchen, Pat glanced at the list of waiters. Five people. Two men and three women. He’d start with the latter. There was enough testosterone in the bar as it was. He took his phone from his pocket and punched in Jamie Ralston’s number. Waited. Then a soft, “Hello.”


  “Hello. I’m lookin’ for Jamie Ralston.”


  “I’m Jamie.”



  “This is Patrick O’Neil. You applied for a position at Bailey’s Pub.”


  A little intake of breath. “Yes, yes, I did. I really want a job at your place.”


  “Why is that, if you don’t mind my asking?”


  “For one thing, I live within walking distance of the pub and work at Patty-Cake Day Care right down the street.”


  “My daughter goes there sometimes. It’s a great place.”


  “I’m glad you think that. My son comes here with me.”


  “And you want a second job?”


  “I do.” She sounded confident. “So, do I get an interview?”


  “Sure. When can you come in?”


  “I can be there at one.”


  “Could you make it three? We extended lunch for an hour.”


  She hesitated.


  “Is that a problem?”


  “Um, no. I just don’t like to leave Ben in the day care too long.”


  That didn’t sound good. “Are you sure you have time for another job?”


  “Yes, my grandmother lives with me, and she’ll watch him at night, which are the hours I applied for.”


  Something about the surety in her voice, the lack of self-consciousness appealed to him. And he couldn’t very well reject her because she had a kid who might interfere. That wasn’t the O’Neil way. “Bring the boy along with you today. We love babies here and have a stock of toys to amuse him. How old is he?”


  “Three.”


  “See you then.”


  Patrick hung up. He had a positive feeling about Jamie Ralston and wouldn’t mind helping out a single mother. At least he thought she was single. One thing Patrick had learned that his instincts about women weren’t always right.


  
    oOo

  


  Dylan sat at the computer as he reread his description of the beginnings of his relationship with Rachel. It made him smile to think how far they’d come. After making a few changes, he decided to take a break. He found Pat in the pub, just disconnecting his phone, and dropped down across from him. “Sweeney and his son Joey will take any shifts we need them to cover. Did you make any appointments?”


  “Yeah. Three people.”



  “Good. When?”


  “They’re all comin’ in after three."


  “Damn. I thought I could help you interview.” Pat took on too much responsibility here and now that Dylan’s life was on track, he was determined to help out more. “But we have a prenatal appointment at three. I promised Rachel I’d go to every one of them with her.”


  “Huh.” Pat got a faraway look in his eyes. “I did that for two of our kids.”


  “Yeah? Lost interest by the last ones?”


  His brother scowled. “No. We weren’t together the first few months of Isabella’s conception.”


  “I forgot about that.”


  “It was the same with Sinead. Worse, really.”


  Usually they didn’t bring up Pat’s rocky start with Brie, but Dylan broached it now. “You still feel bad about the early days, Paddy?”


  “Rejection’s tough to take. Even more back then. I had girls galore after me, but the one I wanted took her sweet old time.”


  “I’m glad it worked out.” He’d never seen two people more in love than Pat and Brie, but the tension between them seemed always ready to spring up and bite them in the ass.


  “I try not to think about the bad times. I’m nostalgic now because we were talkin’ about the pregnancies.”


  “You’re lucky all yours were born healthy,” Dylan said.


  Pat cocked his head. “Do you know anything more?”


  “Just what I said at Clay’s inauguration. Miscarriages run in her family. Her mother had two and her sister Becca had one. But there’s a history of problems on her mother’s side, too.”


  “Is the tendency toward miscarriage hereditary?”


  “The experts say no, there’s not a genetic link. But certain conditions like cysts and endometriosis can be passed on, and those often do cause problems. Twenty-five percent of all pregnancies end in miscarriages anyway.”


  His brother reached over and squeezed Dylan’s shoulder. “Geez, Dyl, I hope this works out for you two.”


  Dylan watched Pat. He tried not to bring this up, either, but he worried like crazy about it. “Do you? There’s still tension between you and her.”


  “I’m tryin’. Honest.”


  “I know you are. And you’re doing pretty good for you. You’re as overprotective of this family as I am. I’m working toward not being that way. I think Pa’s issues hurt us both.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Let’s make a pact, like we used to when we were kids.”


  “For what?”


  “To be more easygoing. I told Rachel I’d work on it. And I bet Brie would want you not to brood so much.”


  “I know she would.”


  “Good.” They shook and Dylan stood. “I’m off. I’m having lunch with Hogan at some new burger place before I pick up Rachel.”


  “Have fun. See you later.” Dylan had made it to the front door when Pat called out, “Dyl?”


  He turned back to see a dark expression on Pat’s face. “Yeah?”


  “I’ll try harder with Rachel. I promise.”



  “Thanks, buddy. I appreciate it.”


  “Now go enjoy your day and the little miracle she’s carryin’.”


  Dylan left the bar, hoping Pat could get past his negative feelings about Rachel. Then his thoughts turned to the doctor’s visit. He had Hogan, sure, and loved him to pieces, but he’d like to give Rachel a baby and have another of his own.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie smiled at the older man who sat in the parlor having tea. The room was draped in heavy brocade window coverings and cluttered with knickknacks. Aubusson carpets spread out on the floors, tired remnants of a former time. Unlike many older homes, this one smelled of fresh air, so windows must be opened regularly.


  Jonathan Forbes was eighty-some years old, bald and so lean the bones in his face were visible. His shoulders hunched. Briefly, she wondered if Pat would lose his hair and his muscular build.


  His companion had let her in, and she now stood next to him. Harlan Smith was the opposite of Dr. Forbes—tall, fit and quite handsome, with a shock of brown hair and dark eyes. “Jonathan, we have company.” Smith’s voice was deep, like an announcer’s.


  Dr. Forbes looked up with rheumy eyes. He’d been an internist in his youth, though he called his status general practitioner. “Gabriella. How nice to see you again.” When she’d come out in March to assess the job, she’d told him her given name.


  “Hello, Dr. Forbes.”


  She stepped aside. “This is Annie Cummings, my associate.”


  A spitfire of a woman, Annie was about Brie’s age, nearing forty and had more energy than Brie ever had. “Hello, Dr. Forbes.”



  Something flitted across his face. “Hello, my dear.” To Brie he said, “Did we discuss bringing another person?”


  Cocking her head, Brie thought back to their first conversation. “Maybe not. But we rarely work alone.” She gestured to the parlor, stocked with knickknacks and pictures, books and magazines. “And you don’t want us here forever.” It had been months since she’d contracted the deal because he’d gone for hip surgery. “The job will go faster with two people.”


  “Fast isn’t always better, my dear.” His tone was melancholy. “But it is what it is.”


  Harlan, who’d hovered next to her, asked, “Which room would you like them to begin with, Jonathan?”


  “My wife’s sitting room and bedroom.”


  Hmm, they hadn’t slept together? Well, he was eighty.


  “Do you want to show me the space, give me some direction, or should Mr. Smith take us upstairs?”


  “No, I’m capable.”


  He pivoted his wheelchair and rolled out from his spot near the bay windows. The chair was electric and emitted a slight hum. She and Annie followed him to the foyer, off of which was a grand winding staircase, equipped with a lift. “Do you need help getting onto the lift?” she asked.


  “No, I can manage. But walking’s difficult.”


  The lift was slow, and they climbed at a snail’s pace up to the second of three floors. The ceilings in the corridor were high, with chandeliers guiding the way. Brie noticed everything was spotless.


  “Cleaners come regularly,” Harlan said as if he’d read her thoughts. “You won’t have to deal with dust.”


  Which was almost always her constant companion on jobs like these. “That will be nice.”


  “The last door on the right was her room.” Dr. Forbes’s tone was sad. Nostalgic. He cleared his throat. “I’m afraid I haven’t done much to it since she died three years ago.”


  “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “Thank you, dear.”


  Harlan added, “We truly miss her.” The younger man’s voice was raw.


  Huge, the sitting room sported upholstered high-backed chairs with curved arms, another expensive rug over wooden floors and some faded wallpaper. A ceiling-high bookshelf filled with old tomes and photographs took up almost one wall. She bet there’d be some first editions in there. No TV in sight, nor had Brie noted one downstairs.


  Dr. Forbes was staring blankly at the space, and Brie wondered what he was seeing. Finally, he said, “I can still smell her perfume.”


  Brie couldn’t. This room did smell musty, and though it had been cleaned, it had obviously been closed up afterward.


  “But yes, we must begin.”


  She approached the bookshelf and picked up a gilt-framed picture. A beautiful woman of about twenty stared at the camera. Most of it was in sepia tones, with her cheeks and lips tinged pink. “Is this Mrs. Forbes?”


  He nodded. “Francesca.”


  “A beautiful name,” Annie put in.


  Brie glanced at her. She was rubbing her palms on her thighs, itching to get her hands on things. “There are a lot of pictures in here. You said you wanted them boxed and stored, with the exception of a few left. Would you like to choose those you’ll save now?”


  He looked up at her. “I wouldn’t be able to decide. You do that. Leave five out.”


  Slowly he wheeled to the large opening to the bedroom, which held an ornate canopy bed, three high dressers, an armoire and another set of bay windows.


  “May I?” she asked, pointing at one of the dressers. When he nodded, she pulled open a deep drawer and found it filled with clothes. Lingerie. Night wear. He hadn’t cleaned out anything? “What would you like us to do with her clothing?”


  “Those you must discard. I haven’t been able to manage the task myself. Harlan offered to do it, but both of us still feel her loss.”


  She drew open a bottom drawer and the scent of sachet rose up from it. “Dr. Forbes,” she said, taking out a satin robe. “The clothes appear very expensive.” And relatively unworn. “Won’t your family want some of her things?”


  “We never had children. Francesca was an only child, but I had one sister who died, Harlan’s mother. I have no nieces to give anything to. Perhaps you can find a suitable charity.” He noticed Annie had picked up a beautiful green robe. “If you two discover anything you like, feel free to take as much as you want.”


  He leaned back in his chair, and Brie could tell he was getting tired. “Empty boxes are stored in the closet. I’m going to rest. Let me know when you’re leaving. I’ll be in my sitting room right across the hall.”


  “And I’ll be down the hall.” Harlan gave them a wan smile.


  “We’ve budgeted three hours today.”


  “Still, let me know when you’re done,” Forbes said. “A host always bids good-bye to his guests.”


  After he left, she and Annie faced each other. “How sad,” Brie said. “Did you see how lovingly everything is stored?”


  “Man, how long were they married?” Annie wondered.


  “He told me at the interview that he was eighteen and she seventeen when they met. If she died three years ago, probably about sixty years.”


  “Steve and I are never gonna make that,” Annie groaned. They had a good marriage, but Annie said her teacher husband drove her nuts during the summer.



  Brie thought of Pat. She hoped like hell the two of them would be together that long—forever, really. Sometimes she thought they would, and sometimes she didn’t know if they’d last another month. Unhappy about how tumultuous her marriage was, Brie turned to the sideboard. “Let’s get started.”


  
    oOo

  


  After lunch, while Liam met with a woman interviewing for the assistant cook position, Patrick wiped up the bar then straightened out the chairs and tables, which Sophie had cleaned before she left. The crowd outside, used to closing hours by now, had scattered. He was humming along with a Righteous Brothers tune when someone knocked on the window. He crossed the bar and opened the door to a small woman, no more than five feet, with sandy-colored hair, clipped back. She held the hand of a little one with the same color hair and a wary look. “Hello, Mr. O’Neil.”


  “Ms. Ralston.” Her eyes were blue, the color of the sky in summer, as were the boy’s. “And you must be Ben.”


  The three-year-old hid behind his mother’s legs.


  She said, “He’s shy.” Her chin lifted. “I’m not, which is important in a waitress. And before you ask, I’m a lot stronger than I look.”


  “I’m not jumpin’ to any conclusions.” He pointed to the corner. “Let’s sit over there.” Smiling at Ben, Pat said, “I brought some of my daughter’s toys out for you to play with, Ben.”


  “’kay.”


  When they were all situated, Jamie stared over at Pat. “I didn’t put Isabella together with you until you hung up. I’ve met her. She’s darling.”


  “That she is.”


  “She doesn’t come to the center much anymore.”


  “No, we hired a nanny because of my wife’s work hours.”


  A delicate brow arched. “Not yours?”


  “Excuse me.”


  Her expression was…disapproving. “Sorry, it’s none of my business.”


  “No, tell me what you were gonna say.”


  “I can’t.” Now her eyes were full of mirth. “I want this job.”


  He waited.


  “It’s just that I don’t believe child care is a woman’s task. And I hate when men come in with their kids and say they’re babysitting.”


  “You’d fit right in with all the O’Neil women, then.”


  She laughed. The feminine tinkle sounded throughout the pub.


  “So, tell me about yourself.”


  “I’m twenty-six. I’ve been pursuing a degree from Hunter College, so I can teach elementary school. I like working at the day care center because it gives me so much time with Ben.”


  “And Ben’s father?”


  “Not in the picture.” Sadness flitted across her face. “Never was, never will be.” She looked toward her son, and her hair swung around. Wow, it hung all the way down to her waist. “But it is what it is. Thank God for Grandma. She owns a house bought decades ago, in the area. I help take care of her and it, too.”


  Pat cocked his head. “Are you takin’ classes now?”


  “One for the summer, but it’s online.”


  “Will you have time for another job?”


  “Yes, I can work dinners easily. What would it be, four or five hours a night?”


  “About that.”


  “I can handle it.”


  “You have experience, I saw on your resume.”


  “I worked at Izzy’s to save money before I started college. That and scholarships are the only way I can go.”


  Pat sighed. He hated to give this job to a woman who already seemed overworked. Who was raising a child on her own and taking care of a grandmother plus going to school.


  She must have caught his hesitancy. “Is something wrong, Mr. O’Neil?”


  Hell, he’d just tell her.


  After he did, she was thoughtful. “I guess that’s nice, that you’d be worried. But you should know that if I don’t get this job, I’ll find another.”


  That was probably true.


  “Did you pick Bailey’s Pub because of my sister?”


  “The First Lady? Nah. I don’t impress easily.”


  It was his turn to laugh. “Okay. Let’s talk about work hours and what you’d be doin’.”


  “I’ll do anything.”


  When they’d finished, Pat was impressed. She’d asked pointed questions and agreed with all the duties she’d have. “In fairness, I have two other interviews today, then I’ll get together with my brothers and decide who to hire. We may even need more than one employee, we’ve gotten so busy.”


  Her expression was serious. “I do have one condition.”


  “What is it?”


  “If Ben gets sick—you know more than a cold or something little—I’d have to miss work. I wouldn’t expect to be paid.”


  “The guys and I already talked about that. And Bailey, who doesn’t impress you. We’re prepared to give sick leave for up to ten days. You can use them for family members.”


  “Wow! That’s cool.”


  “We strongly believe in family, Ms. Ralston.”


  “Call me Jamie. And I’ll call you Pat.”


  “It’s a deal.” He stood when she did.


  “Come on, Ben. It’s time to go.”


  He came right over. Again, Pat knelt. The scent of baby shampoo reminded him of bathing his kids. “So what do you think, Benno? Want to spend some time here again?”


  “Ben.” The boy frowned. “Not Benno.”


  “No? A guy on my football team was named Benno and you look like him.”


  That tickled the child.


  Jamie bent down, scooped up the little boy and kissed him on the cheek. “Ready to go, buddy?”


  “Uh-huh.” Ben stuck his fingers in his mouth and buried his face in her neck.


  “Do you have a stroller?”


  “No. Walking’s good for us both. We came from the day care.”


  “Isn’t he heavy?”


  “Nah. I told you I was strong. Besides, he’ll walk some of the way, too.” She smiled at him. “You really should hire me.”


  He saw her to the door, watched as she carried her son down the street. And decided he liked her. He wasn’t sure she could do the job, though. But was it fair for him to decide that? Brie would say no, he shouldn’t prejudge her. He should give her a chance. Maybe he’d talk to Brie later after she got back from cleaning out Mr. Moneybags’s house.




  
    Chapter 3
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  “This is nice. Thanks for arranging a night out alone.” Brie smiled across the white-clothed table at Pat. He looked so handsome in a navy jacket and a light blue Italian shirt, open at the collar, which she’d had made for him.


  He reached out and grasped her hand. “We need more alone time.”


  “I’m all for that. Now that Sinead’s home from college for the summer, the house is crowded again.”


  “And the bar is a zoo, of course, thanks to my sister.”


  “Hush. It’s good news. You’re making barrels of money.”


  “Not my main concern, a ghrá,” Pat added.


  “I know that.” She studied his face, relatively unlined for a man in his late forties. “And I admire you for it.”


  He lifted his wineglass and sipped. Pat usually drank beer, but he’d acquired a taste for good cabernet from Brie. “I never knew that.”


  She picked up their joined hands, kissed his knuckles. His hand bore the scent of some expensive aftershave. “Well, I do.”


  “That’s nice.” He sniffed. “Hmm, that beef smell is sucking me in.”


  “Me, too.” She picked up a menu. “I think I’ll splurge on red meat.”


  After they’d ordered, he asked, “Irene stayed after bein’ there all day?”


  “Yes. She’ll sleep over.”


  “Did you make it home early enough to spend time with the kids?”


  She bristled. “I did. I could say you didn’t, but…”


  “You’re right. I just hate them not to see one of us.” He rubbed a finger over her wrist, sending little shivers down her spine. “I’ve been lookin’ forward to tonight for a week.” Since the last time they made love.


  “I feel the same. Maybe we should take a weekend soon and go away. Just the two of us.”


  “I’d like that. Let’s do it.” He watched her a minute, then nodded to the square of wood off to the side. “Wanna dance while we wait for our food?”


  “I’d love to.”


  It was good to hold him close and sway to the music.


  It was fun to share a meal without having to cut someone’s meat or mop up spilled milk.


  She realized then it was a joy to have her husband all to herself and just bask in the pleasure of him.


  They had a long-standing rule of no work discussion during dinner. Instead they ate succulent rare beef, al dente vegetables and a blue-cheese salad. They talked about the family, some things in the news. But on the way home, Pat asked, “How did your job in Long Island go today?”


  Brie bit back a smile. “Jonathan Forbes is quite eccentric. The place is like a museum and badly cluttered.” She shook her head. “He never cleaned anything out after his wife died three years ago.”


  “That was hard for Liam, too. The three of us went to help, but he broke down a lot.” Pat shivered. “I can’t imagine what I’d do if anything happened to you.”


  Brie reiterated the same about him, then both were quiet, reflective as they drove to Rockaway. Finally she asked, “Did you guys hire help yet?” She was hoping they had. Sophie and even C.J., nearly eight months pregnant, were working at the pub. Aidan had talked C.J. into taking a leave from her desk job at the Secret Service.


  Brie wasn’t pitching in at all, which probably irked Pat.


  “Liam found a cook. He’s a college professor who wants part-time work.”


  “Did you find a waitress?”


  “Yeah, a young woman who’s quite a dynamo. I may need another, but we’re holdin’ off on that.”


  “Are they nice?”


  “Yeah, the girl’s interesting.” He told her about Jamie Ralston. “I hope she does good.” He glanced over at her as he drove. “How about your day?”


  Brie knew the topic would be a sensitive subject but she didn’t like keeping things from Pat. “InPlace got another job today.”


  “Yeah?” She could tell he was holding back his reaction. He hated when she took on additional work. But there was more than his annoyance that would cause problems with this one.


  “Phillip Carson hired us to clean out his mother’s house. She died recently and he inherited the family home.”


  Pat drew in a deep breath, then shot Brie the expression that she’d hated for twenty years. “What are you doin’, lass? He’s the one…” Pat bit off the words as if they were too difficult to utter.


  “We don’t let personal opinions sway us in our decision to work for someone.”


  Pat shook his head, than raked a hand through his hair. “Fuck it, Brie. Sometimes, you expect too much.”


  “I—”


  His phone, plugged into the car, rang. “I gotta take that. Sweeney and Bridget are holdin’ down the fort.” He pushed the on button.


  They both heard, “Pat, it’s Aidan.”


  “Hey, what’s—oh my God, is C.J. in labor?”


  “Nope. Her water broke at six, we rushed to the hospital because the pains were coming close together and she had the baby at eight. It happened so fast, I didn’t have time to panic.”


  “Aidan, big congratulations,” Brie said. “And lucky you, C.J.”


  “Would you come to the hospital, Pat? I can’t get in touch with the rest of the family, and we need you to celebrate with.”


  “We’ll be right there.” When he disconnected, Pat said, “Let’s put our differences on hold, love. We got a baby to see.”


  “I agree. How sweet.”


  Pat swerved the car to the side of the road, did a U-turn and headed to Memorial Hospital. Brie was thrilled for Aidan and C.J. and secretly glad to end the discussion between her and Pat. Though she knew the issue was far from settled.


  
    oOo

  


  Aidan sat in the lounger by C.J.’s bedside, smiling down at the little bundle nestled in his arms. They hadn’t asked to know the sex of the baby before the birth, and he’d been pleasantly surprised to see a girl make her debut. Red faced, smelling of powder, she breathed deeply in his arms. As he brushed his knuckle down her soft cheek, he said, “Hey, sweetheart. Open your eyes. Please.”


  “She needs sleep.”


  Aidan looked over at C.J. Maybe it was because she was in such good shape or the labor had been so short, but she seemed remarkably alert and strong for having just given birth. “So do you.”


  “Are you kidding? I could scale mountains.”


  “No mountains for you, love.”


  A knock came from the entryway. “We’re here. Is it okay for us to come in?” Pat called out.


  “Yeah, get in here.” Aidan couldn’t wait for them to see the baby.


  They walked into the room, all dressed up.


  Aidan said, “Uh-oh, did we interrupt something?”


  “No, our romantic dinner was over by the time you called.”


  Brie grasped his brother’s arm. “Patrick—”


  But Pat had already started toward Aidan. “Look at her.” He squatted down so he could see the child up close. Gently, he touched her hand, and she latched on to a finger. “Lord, you forget, you know?” When he looked up at Aidan, he said, “What’s wrong? We used the antiseptic soap from the dispenser before we came in.”


  “It’s not that. I just…” Tears welled in his eyes, but he didn’t even care.


  Patrick leaned over the baby, cupped Aidan’s neck and kissed him on the head—hard. “I know, buddy. I know.”


  Aidan heard Brie sniffle.


  And C.J. said, “Come on, you guys. Buck up. This is cause for celebration.”


  Brie went to C.J.’s bed and hugged her. “How are you?”


  “Unbelievably good. God, Brie, it happened fast.”


  “You’re lucky.”


  “I wasn’t prepared. She was four weeks early, but she weighed seven pounds.”


  “Maybe you weren’t early. You could have conceived sooner than you thought.”


  Pat stood. “Yeah, you two love birds, especially.”


  They heard noise at the doorway. Then, “Aidan, my boy?”


  His ma walked into the room. His pa stood behind her. “Oh my. Oh Aidan, C.J.” Mama crossed to the baby. “Paddy, look at this one.”


  “She looks like all the others looked, Mary my girl.”


  His mother’s smile was as big as Texas. A spry seventy two, with white hair and blue eyes which now glistened with love, she was a beautiful woman. “No, she doesn’t. Her hair is light, and she’s thinner than the last few.”


  “Would you like to hold her, Mama?”


  “Can I? Hospitals these days have so many rules.”


  “There’s a spare gown over there. Just put it on.”


  When she straightened, she glanced at the bed. “I didn’t say hi to C.J.” She went to his wife, kissed her, held her close. Pa followed suit.



  Aidan stood while his mother robed up in light blue, then sat in the chair and took the baby from him. His pa leaned over them, smiling hugely, despite his earlier remarks. “Hello, leanbh. Go mbeannaí Dia duit beag amháin agus a choimeád sábháilte agat.” Pat understood Irish better than most of them. So he translated his pa’s words. “May God bless you little one and keep you safe.”


  Mama stared down at the child, saying nothing.


  Aidan sneaked around Pat and Brie and took C.J.’s hand. “Go ahead, you can tell her.”


  “Mama O’Neil, don’t you want to know her name?”


  “I… Why yes, I do, dear.”


  Aidan said proudly, “It’s Mary Kate. We’re going to call her Katie.”


  Mama looked up at him and gasped. “You two. Are you sure?”


  “Won’t your mama Donuta be upset, C.J.?” Pa asked.


  “She already has a little one named after her. So, no, she won’t.”


  “I don’t know what to say,” Mary Kate whispered, staring down at her namesake.


  Who, just then, opened her eyes.


  Aidan wanted to fall to his knees and thank God for this gift of a new baby joining their family.


  
    oOo

  


  It was midnight before they got home, and Brie still took the time to remove her makeup, rub scented lotion on her skin and brush her hair. From his place on the bed, Pat leaned back into the pillows and watched her. He remembered when that hair was down to her waist. Then, everything she did pleased him, and sometimes, he felt that way again.


  But not tonight.


  She caught his eye in the mirror. “What are you doing?”


  “Just watchin’ you.”


  “I can tell from your expression that you’re pissed about what I told you earlier.”


  “I am. You and that counselor we saw were always after me to express myself, so I’m doin’ it. You gotta take the good with the bad.”


  “Hell, Pat, can’t you see? You never express the good you’re feeling.”


  He hesitated. Was that true? Had the counselor told them that? Those times were a blur, probably because he’d hated talking to strangers about his relationship with Brie. That didn’t matter now, though. He should show how he loved his life, his family and the blessings God had brought him.


  “I guess I do concentrate on the bad. I’ll try to do better.” He smiled, genuinely. “I adored seein’ that baby tonight, seein’ Aidan so blown away. And I like having Sinead home for the summer, even if he disrupts everything.”



  Her knowing expression, reflected in the glass, warmed him. She rose and came toward him. She wore a crimson slip of a thing with the skinniest straps he’d ever seen. Sometimes, just the sight of her made him hard. She sat down on the bed. “Thank you for that. We have a lot to be grateful for. I’ll remember to say it out loud, too.”


  “Should I go ahead with the rest, or do you just wanna make love and tackle this later?”


  She didn’t stiffen this time. She gripped his hand, though. “This was a business decision, honey.”


  “One you could have passed up and spared us this.”


  Biting her lip, she didn’t say anything. He hated the conflicted expression on her face, hated causing it. But this? No way. Still, he’d try to be reasonable.


  “Why, Brie, why did you take this job with him after our history with the guy?


  She glanced away and he paused until she looked back. Tears came to her eyes. She was remembering that awful time. His eyes moistened, too. Then she cupped his face. “You’re right. I was only thinking about increasing our profit. I’ll assign the job to Annie, but I have to go assess the house myself, like I always do.”


  “Thank you, love.” He pulled her over him, kissed her hard and, as usual, she melted into him. For tonight, at least, the latest trouble between them was over.


  
    oOo

  


  Once Patrick turned off the light, and they were in darkness, the real world faded away.


  “You are so beautiful.” Leaning over her, he brushed Brie’s hair back. “You take my breath away.”


  She smiled, thinking to herself how much she loved him. How much she wanted him to be happy. She held her husband’s blue gaze. They disagreed, fought over aspects of their lives, their pasts, but when they came together like this, nothing else mattered. She ran her hand down his cheek, then to his arms, masculine with their light dusting of hair. “I feel the same way about you. Last week, when you were working in the garden, I caught sight of you out the kitchen window. You had your shirt off, and I almost came out and jumped your bones.” She nuzzled now into that hard chest, soaking up the spicy male scent that was her husband.


  He laughed. It was deep and sexy and was one of the things that had attracted her to him the first time she’d seen him behind the bar at Bailey’s.


  “What are you thinkin’? You zoned out.”


  “I was remembering how I loved that laugh when I first saw you.”


  His hand, attuned to the body he knew so well, trailed down and teased her waist. She was so feminine, small. But supple. And womanly. Just the feel of her skin made his whole body tighten. “I thought I’d swallow my tongue when I first saw you. All that hair.” He brushed his hand down the now shorter locks.


  “Do you miss it?”


  “Nah. I like it this way. You’ve grown into it, like everything else.”


  She didn’t want the feeling to come, but it surfaced against her wishes. Sometimes she thought he didn’t like her as much as he had then. He loved her, but…


  Instead of voicing the notion, she plastered her body to his, sending shock waves through both of them.


  He lowered his lips to her mouth. Then he kissed his way down her chest to suckle a breast. Brie’s head began to spin. She forgot about their differences, about the truth of her earlier misgivings and let herself be filled with the scent and weight of her husband.


  Pat followed her into the oblivion they always created together.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie fell asleep fast, but Pat couldn’t doze off. Even after the intimacy he’d just shared with his wife, he was plagued by memories. So he got up, threw on a robe and went downstairs. He made his way through the house in the dark, then stepped out onto the patio. In the wee hours of the morning, night sounds of crickets and cicadas greeted him. The moon was huge and white. By its light, he crossed to the bar he’d built at one end and fished out a pack of cigarettes he kept hidden here. He’d smoked in his twenties but had stopped when they had the kids. Lately, though, he had one once in a while to calm himself down. Sitting in the shadows, he lit up and inhaled. It tasted like shit, but he didn’t care.


  He tried to think good thoughts, of C.J. and Aidan, of his parents, so happy with the new baby. But that made him remember when Sinead was on the way. He could still see Brie in that tiny apartment around the corner from Fordham…


  “We have to talk, Pat.” She sat in a chair across from him, her fingers twisting a thick lock of her waist-long hair.


  Not expecting something bad, he lazed happily on a couch, which was small but fit the space. “What about?”


  “I’m…um…I’m…hell.” She looked up to the ceiling. “I’m pregnant.”


  “What? ” They’d used protection every single time.



  “I’m having your baby.”


  He’d shocked the hell out of her—and himself—by bolting off the couch to kneel in front of her. “Brie, that’s wonderful.”


  She’d scowled, marring her unlined brow. At nineteen, she was so young. At twenty-six, he felt the weight of adulthood. “No, Pat, it’s not. I have plans for my life.”


  “Me, too. But they include you.” He studied her and drew back some. “You don’t feel the same about me?”


  “As a matter of fact, I do. Even though we’ve only been together six months, I’m pretty sure I’m in love with you.”


  They’d never said the words. “Ah, lass, I love you, too.” He put his hand on her belly. “So, see? This is good news.”


  “It’s not. I have to finish school and I want to start my own business.” Which had always been her dream.


  He sank back on his haunches but didn’t let go of her hand. “Those things are both doable after we get married.”


  “I didn’t want this now. Someday…”


  “Life has a way of interrupting our plans, sweetheart. We have to roll with the punches.” Suddenly, a horrible thought struck him. “You aren’t thinkin’ about…getting rid of the child, are you?”


  She shook her head vehemently.


  “Thank God. We’ll have to get married right away.” His grin had been huge. He’d trusted life so much then.


  “I can’t marry you. It’ll be too much. I can probably have a baby and finish school. But marriage…with its responsibilities…I don’t think I can handle all that.”


  “I’ll help. My whole family will.”


  Again she shook her head. He knew she had a streak of independence, but this?


  His gaze narrowed on her, as if she were a puzzle that wouldn’t quite come together. “What exactly would you do?”


  “Stay here. Hire help. You could still see the baby.”


  “I can’t believe you’d go to those lengths when this can be solved so easy.” His voice got hoarse. “When you say you love me.”


  “I want to do it this way. I told my parents the same thing.”


  His blood pressure spiked. “You told your parents before me?”


  “Yes. I need their help financially and otherwise.”


  He jerked to his feet, jammed his hands into his pockets. “Seems like you got this all figured out. Without my input. You’re treatin’ me like a sperm donor.”


  She stood, too, and looped her arms around his neck. “No, no, Patrick. You can see the baby anytime you want. We can still be together, too.”


  “You gotta be shittin’ me.”


  Surprised, she stepped back from him. “What do you mean?”


  “You think you can make these decisions about our lives and expect me to heel to them.”


  “I’m making decisions about my life.”


  “And mine. And our kid’s.”


  “I didn’t think you’d be mad about this.”


  “Did you discuss that with your parents, too?”


  Her guilty expression said she had.


  “Fuck it, Brie, I thought we were on the same page about family.”


  “We were. Are. I…” She ran a hand through her hair. “I guess I should have approached this differently.”


  “And plan to marry me?”


  “No, ask your opinion. Talk it out. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m sorry you’re sabotaging us before we even got a chance to start.”


  Anger sparked in her eyes. “I’m not doing that and you shouldn’t, either.”


  “Let me get this straight. You want me to just pretend nothing’s different. Act like we’re on the same track as we were before.”


  Her chin rose. Sometimes when cornered, Brie attacked. “Maybe.”


  “Then you don’t know me at all.” He moved farther away. “Here’s my plan, darlin’. I love you. I wanna marry you, and I’ll cherish you and the baby all my life. But if you do this—go it alone—we’re through.”


  “You can’t mean that.”


  “I do. I’ll sue for parental rights, if I have to in order to raise the kid with you, but I’m not gonna wait around like some lapdog for you to throw me some bones.” With that, he turned and walked out…


  At the time, Pat had had no idea the far-reaching effects that her decision and his ultimatum would have on him. It had been the beginning a deeply rooted insecurity in him that he’d never quite gotten over. Because, despite the fact that she’d eventually married him, he’d never recovered from that first brutal rejection.


  
    oOo

  


  In another part of town, another man wondered how he’d ever get through these days without her. Sometimes, he didn’t want to. Finally, there was relief on the horizon. Perhaps this was meant to be. Perhaps he would become happy again. He’d been praying for an opportunity and God had sent one.




  
    Chapter 4
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  Bumping his elbow against the window frame—they’d had to buzz the glass down because it got so steamy in the car--Sinead pulled his T-shirt over his head then zipped up his jeans. He glanced at Laurie, who had just finished buttoning up her white blouse. Her dark hair, now in a messy tangle, was one of the prettiest things he’d ever seen.


  She blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Next year, one of us has to get an apartment and keep it through summer.” She waved her hand to encompass the car. “This is crazy. And I don’t like letting our parents think we broke up.”


  Sinead was getting tired of the ruse, too. For one thing, talking to his dad about Laurie helped him understand her better. “I couldn’t take the pressure anymore. Neither could you, lass.”


  She smiled at his mimicking of his father. “I know you love your parents and I love mine, but they’re being hypocritical, don’t you think? Both sets were in their teens when they got married and we don’t even want to do that now.”


  “My mom was twenty. Dad was twenty-seven.”


  She leaned back against the seat cushion. “Still.”


  For a minute, he stared out the window and listened to the crickets chirp away in the trees by their favorite parking space. He hadn’t told Laurie about his father and mother’s history. About the circumstances around his birth. He respected that his dad had told him the story but didn’t feel right sharing that with anybody else.


  “Sinead, you always clam up when we talk about your parents. What aren’t you telling me?”


  “Something that’s their business, not mine.”


  “But I love you. I wouldn’t be doing this”—she gestured between them—“with you unless I did.” She took his hand and kissed it. He melted inside when she did that.


  Okay, he’d tell her about this. “They met when Mom was at Fordham. After they dated for six months, she got pregnant with me. She was only nineteen.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Yep. Dad wanted to get married, but she didn’t. For a whole year.”


  “Holy cow!”


  “After she found out Dad told me the story, Mom and I talked. She said that she loved my dad from day one but wasn’t ready to get married. She wanted to finish school first.”



  Laurie frowned. “I can understand that.”


  “Not me. She could have finished and been married. I think there’s more, but I didn’t want TMI.”


  “How come he told you? I can’t imagine my dad unloading on me like that.”


  “It was when he gave me the box of condoms before the junior prom.” His and Laurie’s first time. “He said he knew all about proms and after proms.”


  Leaning over, she hugged him around the neck, then nuzzled into him. He held her there, loving the new perfume she said she’d bought just to drive him crazy.


  “He wanted me to know what could happen if we weren’t careful. Besides, three out of four of my uncles got their girls pregnant before they got married.”


  “Yeah, but they were really old.”


  “I guess. Anyway, that’s not gonna happen to us. I knew they worried, so I dreamed up the idea of saying we split. Admit it, your parents laid off, too.”


  “But I hate lying.” She kissed his neck, a big sloppy one. “I want everybody to know we’re in love.”


  Man, she got him excited. Again. “I know. Me, too. But right now we should stay the course we set. And I’ll try to see if I can get an apartment near school for next year.”


  “Okay.”


  He kissed her head. Except for keeping a big secret from his dad, Sinead was really happy with how his life was going.


  
    oOo

  


  All four brothers showed up to train the new people they’d hired at the O’Neil pub. The orientation had to be done in real time because they couldn’t afford to close the pub during a meal—they’d have a tourist riot on their hands—but they had a few hours between breakfast and lunch to start the process.


  The pub was quiet and the sweet scents of the cinnamon rolls Liam had baked for breakfast hung in the air. The windows were open, too, bringing in the warm June air. Hot sunlight poured in along with it.


  Before the new employees arrived, the guys put a laptop on the bar and called Bailey through Skype. Now they could no longer contact her until the Secret Service okayed the transmission. But Bailey had insisted on the contact, and soon, their sister appeared on-screen.


  “We’re callin’ you, lass, to tell you you’re not pullin’ your weight here.”


  She giggled, warming Pat, making Dylan chuckle and Aidan grunt. Of course, Liam said, “Yeah, like we expect that.”


  “So, what’s new?” she asked them.


  “We hired people to work at the pub, in addition to Bridget and Sweeney. One’s his son Joey, who used to work with him. He’ll be another bartender.”


  She sank down in a chair at the desk. “Tell me about the others.”


  “I hired Gale Sullivan, a guy of about forty,” Liam told her. “He’s a college professor who wanted some part-time work to fill his days after a divorce.”


  “Is he nice?”


  “Yeah. A good Irish male.” This from Aidan.


  Bailey practically snorted. “Just what we needed.”


  “I hired a younger woman to waitress.” Pat looked forward to Jamie starting today. “She’s a single mother, tryin’ to make ends meet.”


  “I hope she’s tough enough to handle you guys.”


  “I think she is. All of them will be on a trial period to see if they like it here and if we like them.”


  “Good business strategy, Pat,” she commented.


  “Tell us about you,” Dylan put in. “Rachel did a segment on the state dinner.”


  The corners of her mouth turned up. “You know, it was kind of fun. The ambassador to Turkey was enthusiastic about the orphanage Rachel and I are working on in Syria.”


  “She’ll like knowing that.” Dylan smiled at his sister.


  Pat studied Bailey. Her face looked more lined than it had at the Inauguration. “You handlin’ everything there?”


  “Yeah. It’s tough, being in even more of a fishbowl, but we’re good. Though Rory balks. He’s in the same school, but he hates the need for more Secret Service coverage.”


  “I still don’t know how you do it, girl.”


  “You do anything you can, Patrick, for the person you love.”


  He wondered if the comment was meant for him, about Brie. He also wondered if the statement was true. Should he do anything for Brie?


  A knock sounded at the pub door. Liam said, “Looks like our first hire’s here.”


  “I’ll let you go.” Bailey’s eyes dimmed. “I miss you guys.”


  “We miss you too,” Aidan put in. “A lot, Bay.”


  She just nodded. Pat knew she’d gotten choked up, so they let her sign off.


  Liam strode to the door, let in Gale Sullivan. From outside, the beeping of horns and some shouts filtered in. “Hey, Gale.” Liam offered his hand and they shook. “Come on and meet the rest of the guys.”


  Gale greeted them all. “Do I get to cook today?”


  Laughing, Liam shook his head. “I thought maybe you’d be my sous chef for a while.”


  “Great.”


  The door opened again and in walked Jamie Ralston.


  “She’s so little,” Aidan murmured. “Sure she can handle this?”


  “She’s stronger than she looks. You should’ve seen her carry her three-year-old home the other day.”


  Jamie approached the bar with a sun-bright smile on her face. “Hi, there.”


  Again, the guys introduced themselves, as well as Gale, who said, “Nice to meet you, Jamie. I hope we both make it here.”


  “I will. You will, too, if you really want to.”


  Well, the lass didn’t lack self-confidence.


  When Liam and Gale left for the kitchen, Jamie turned to Pat. A thick braid hung down her back, and she wore simple black pants and a white shirt. “What do we do first?”


  Dylan snatched a menu and handed it to her. “We have some staples every day, as well as the special of the day. A lot of the customers are regulars, but since Bailey became First Lady, we get tourists galore.”


  “I like tourists. They have such a different view of New York.” She grinned at Dylan. “By the way, I’ve been reading your back columns for CitySights. I’m glad you found KPRAY was legit.”


  Dylan hesitated. “Are you a donor?”


  “Nope. I’m Catholic, through and through.”


  “As we are.” Aidan said. “Come on, I’ll show you how to set up, then you can spend some time acquainting yourself with the food list. You can work with me and Sophie when we serve lunch today.”


  “Great.”


  When she walked away, Dylan stared after her. “Pretty sure of herself, isn’t she?”


  “I guess she’d have to be to make it on her own. Poor girl.”


  Dylan socked him on the shoulder. “Don’t take on somebody else to worry about, Paddy. You do enough of that with your family.”


  “Yeah, you’re right about that. But wait till your kid comes along. You’ll do the same.”


  “I’m sure I will. But you worry about all of us.”


  “How’s Rachel?” Patrick asked to change the subject.


  “You’re gonna find out. She’s coming in for lunch. I thought we’d see how Jamie does from the customer side.”


  “Good idea.”


  “Yeah, buddy, I have one once in a while.”


  “Come on then, help me set up back here.”


  “Yes, sir,” Dylan said jokingly and circled the bar.


  As he put his hands in soapy water, Pat’s heart did a little two-step. He was glad Dylan felt comfortable enough to tease, to be busting balls and shooting the shit. After their conflict over Rachel, they were all finally getting back to themselves. Not that Pat was looking forward to seeing Rachel. But he’d promised Brie he’d be better about her, and he would.


  
    oOo

  


  “Let’s roll out the pastry first—the dough’s all made.” Liam handed Gale a mound the size of a toaster. “We make the meal in those big aluminum pans so we’ll have enough for lunch and dinner.”


  Gale, a tall, slender man with the eyes of a poet, carried himself comfortably. He took the dough, floured a surface on the wooden-topped island and began to roll it out. Liam punched the batch he’d saved for himself. He liked the feel of the quite gooey dough.


  Gale asked, “Is everything you make Irish?”


  “Pretty much. That’s why people come here.” He studied the guy as he bent over the pastry. “You do like Irish food, don’t you?”


  “Are you kidding? I was raised right.” His tone was dry.


  “Oh, good. You ever had chicken and leek pie?”


  “Absolutely. My ma had a great recipe.” He studied Liam. “Let’s see how yours compares to ours.”


  They worked in silence. Liam considered the man before him. He seemed genuine and interested but kind of sad. Liam knew sad. And mourning. After Kitty died, he thought he was never going to come out of his funk. Luckily, Sophie had come along.


  When they finished with the pastry, they went on to the casserole. Liam cut up the chicken he’d cooked yesterday. Gale tackled the ham. It was kind of fun having somebody to work with. None of the guys ever took an interest in preparing the food. Gale knew to layer the chicken, leeks, ham and onions, seasoning each with the mace, salt and pepper until the pan was full. Liam poured the chicken stock and cream over it.


  “I’ve never seen this dish made with mace.”


  “From the nutmeg seed.”


  “I know. And we never used heavy cream.”


  “No?”


  “It was probably too expensive.”


  Once the dishes were baking, Liam put the Irish wheat bread, which had raised to perfection, into another oven.


  “So, we just wait?” Gale asked.


  “Hell, no. We start prepping for tomorrow. We’re having corn-beef-and-cabbage, and we have to make soda bread.”


  Just then the back door opened and in walked Sophie. The light of Liam’s life. His heart still lurched whenever he caught sight of her. “There’s my girl.” She wore plain black pants and a green pub shirt which made her eyes catlike.


  “And you’re my guy,” she announced as she walked right to him and gave him a big smack on the lips. Then she turned to Gale. “Hello, you must be Gale. I’m Sophie, Liam’s wife.”


  “Nice to meet you.”


  Hmm. Again, Liam noticed Gale’s expression had darkened, and his mouth grooved around the edges. He wondered how deeply the man was hurting.


  
    oOo

  


  At noon, Brie approached the back door of the pub with Rachel beside her. “I’m surprising Pat,” she told Rachel. “He doesn’t know I’m coming.”


  “That’s nice.” Rachel hesitated, still somewhat uncomfortable with the O’Neils, Brie guessed. “Dylan keeps track of me like a hawk. Hogan, too.”


  “Because you’re pregnant.”


  “I know. It’s going to be a constant battle to do anything by myself. I guess I don’t care, though.” She put her hand on her belly. “I’m just so happy about this.”


  They opened the door and stepped inside.


  “Hey, look who’s here.” Liam went to Brie and gave her a hug. Then he did the same with Rachel. Of all the brothers, he was the one who’d wholly accepted Rachel into the fold. Pat was trying, though.


  Brie sniffed. “Hmm, is that chicken?”


  “Pot pie.”


  Rachel added, “I’m dying over the bread I smell.”


  Without asking, Liam went to the loaf that had come out of the oven and cut off a slice, buttered it and handed it to Rachel. “For the lovely pregnant woman.”


  She bit into the hot piece and practically swooned. “Thanks, I’m always hungry.”


  “My wife was, too, with my boys.” He turned to Gale. “Ladies, this is our new cook.”


  Gale greeted them, then couldn’t seem to stop staring at Brie. It made her a bit uncomfortable.


  After introductions were made, the women headed to the pub. The place was filled to capacity, with people lining up outside the door. Sophie took orders with a woman by her side, and Dylan delivered food to another table. Sinead, Sean and Hogan cleared dishes from tables that had been vacated. Pat noticed her and Rachel.


  His eyes brightened when his gaze landed on Brie. “Well, hello there.”


  “Hey, handsome.”



  “Hi, Rachel.” Pat’s voice, at least, was friendly.


  “Patrick.”


  “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said to Brie, leaning over the bar for a kiss. “I didn’t know you were comin’ in.”


  “I invited myself when Rachel said she’d be here for lunch.”


  His brow knitted. “I thought you were working.”


  “Everybody has to eat.”


  Dylan noticed them on his way to the kitchen. “Hey, woman, gimme a hug.”


  Rachel embraced him, and afterward he placed his hand on her stomach. “How’s my guy in there?”


  “You know you’re having a boy?” Brie asked.


  “Nope.” Dylan’s expression was goofy. “Just hoping.”


  “I don’t care what the baby is.” Rachel was looking tenderly at Dylan. “And you don’t, either.”


  Dylan pointed to a table by the window. “That’s yours. Enjoy.”


  The women threaded their way through the crowded room and sat down. Brie relaxed back in her plain work clothes, but Rachel sat straight up in in a pretty yellow dress. “So, I’m sure you’re sick of people asking this, but are you feeling okay?”


  “Much better. The nausea’s gone, at least.”


  “You look great. Your cheeks are nice and rosy, and your hair is even more gorgeous than usual.”


  “Pregnancy hormones.”


  Hogan came up to the table. “Hey, I didn’t know you were coming.” He kissed Rachel on the cheek. “You’d better eat some protein and not too many carbs.”


  Both women hid smiles. “I will, Hogan. I’m cooking for you guys tonight, too, so I’ll make sure it’s healthy.”


  When Hogan left, Brie shook her head. “Mini Dylan’s acting like Big Dylan.”


  “I think it’s cute.”


  Sophie approached them with the new girl. She made introductions and Jamie Ralston blurted out, “Oh, wow, Rachel Scott. I watch your show every night if I’m home.”


  “Thanks.” Rachel smiled warmly.


  “And Mrs. O’Neil. Your husband has been so kind to me. I’m so grateful for the chance to work here.”


  Brie laughed. “Make it Brie.” She’d willingly taken Pat’s name, grateful that he’d agreed to marry her. Neither Bailey nor C.J. had changed their names, though.


  “Think you can handle this table alone?” Sophie asked.


  “Yeah, sure.”


  When Sophie left, Jamie said, “I hope I do okay.”


  “You will.” Brie glanced at the menu. “I’ll have sparkling water. And the dish of the day.”


  Rachael concurred. “Same here.”


  “Thanks for making my solo endeavor easy.”


  When Jamie left, Brie turned to Rachel. “So, are we going to have another Mrs. O’Neil?”


  “Yes, soon. The baby and all.”


  “Wouldn’t you marry anyway, Rachel? After you went through so much to be together?”


  “Of course. I don’t know why I said that.”


  “If I know Dylan, he must be chomping at the bit to make you his wife.”


  Rachel leaned back in her seat and took a bead on Brie. “You and Pat didn’t get married right away though, did you?”


  “Nope. Sinead was a year old. There was hell to pay, I’ll tell you.”


  “I don’t mean to pry.”


  “No, it’s okay. I’d just turned twenty when I had my son. Patrick and I had been together for six months when I got pregnant, but I just wasn’t ready for marriage.”


  “Wasn’t it hard, raising the baby by yourself?”


  “I didn’t do that. Pat had him half the time.”


  “But you implied he wanted to get married.”


  “Yeah, we weren’t together, but he was unbelievably attentive to Sinead.”


  “What happened?”


  “One day, I decided I was ready. I was lonely, tired and wanted a life with Pat. It took me a while to convince him, though, he was so mad at the delay.”


  “Sounds like a rocky beginning.”


  “All of us have had rocky beginnings. Every single O’Neil couple.”


  “Well, I’m thrilled that part’s over for me.”


  Reaching across the table, she squeezed Rachel’s hand. “I am, too. Dylan was a mess when you were apart. As were you.”


  “I’ll never forget that day you three marched into the station. I thought you were going to rail on me.”


  “Nah, we O’Neil women have to stick together.”


  Rachel’s eyes teared. “Damn, I hate this emotionalism. I want to say how much that means to me.”


  “Good. Now, let’s talk about babies.”




  
    Chapter 5
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  On Jamie’s first full night on the job, Pat realized she was a workhorse. He watched as she scurried from table to table, taking orders, delivering food and scooping up dirty dishes. She moved like she was on roller skates, her ponytail, hanging down the back of her green pub shirt, bobbing with the motion. At ten, when they closed, she sank wearily onto a stool and yanked off the apron she’d put on.


  “Good job, there, girl, but you look worn out.”


  “I’ll bounce back. I just need to get off my feet. Thank you for telling me to wear sneakers.”


  “I noticed the young men flirting with you.”


  “One of them had a beard. I like beards on men.”


  He rubbed his whiskered jaw with his thumb and forefinger. “Ha! We go scruffy around here, but not full beards.”


  The look she gave him was all female. “You four are gorgeous and you know it. You could shave your heads and still be attractive.”


  Her compliment flustered Pat. He didn’t know why, because he got hit on as the bartender several times a week.


  “So, I did good, right?”


  “Yeah, I hope you made a lot of tips.”


  “Enough to buy Ben a play set for the backyard.”


  Remembering the swings and slides he’d put in his own yard for his kids—and a new one there for Isabella—he felt nostalgic. “Yeah, there’s nothing like watchin’ them on those things when they’re young.”


  “How many do you have, Pat?”


  “My boy Sinead, nineteen and home from college. There’s Sean, fourteen, Kathleen, seven, and of course, my princess, Isabella.”


  She’d propped elbows on the bar and settled her chin on her folded hands. “I love how you talk about them.”


  He shrugged. “Want something?”


  “What, like a drink?”


  “This is a pub, darlin’.”


  “I don’t consume much alcohol.”


  “How about a Bailey’s Irish Cream?”


  “Seriously, there’s a drink named that?”


  She was innocent in the ways of the world. “Hmm.”


  “I’ll have one if you join me.”


  “I can do that.” Grabbing a bottle and glasses, he ducked under the bar and dropped down on a stool next to her. She was tiny compared to him, and her delicate features made her feminine. Her appearance was deceptive as hell, though, given the heavy trays and tubs she’d carried all night.


  They talked until eleven, when she downed the last of her Bailey’s and pushed the stool out. Hopping off, she said, “I have to get going. I told Grandma I’d be home by now.”


  “I’ll call you a cab.”


  “I only live a few blocks away. Besides, I can’t afford a cab.”


  He didn’t even think about it. “I got my car. How about a lift?”



  “No.” When she saw his frown, she looked at him like she’d looked at Ben that day he was here. “Check outside. The streets of the village are filled with people. I like to walk alone at night.”


  Pat thought about that. God knew he didn’t need another woman to take care of. “Then I’ll walk you home.”


  “Patrick, really, I’m okay.”


  He folded his arms over his chest, feeling like a stern father. “How about just this first time? So I can see how safe your streets are.”


  She let out a breath. “Are you always this overprotective?”


  “Uh-huh. Let’s go.”


  Reluctantly, he could tell, she let him lead her out of the bar.


  
    oOo

  


  Dr. Forbes was asleep in the parlor while Brie and Annie worked in the bedroom part of Francesca Forbes’s suite. They’d flung the heavy curtains back, and the fresh air and light drifting in made the space more pleasant today. When Brie lifted the lid of a cedar chest, the wooden smell wafted out. She startled. “Annie, look.”


  There were ball gowns inside. A whole chest full. She pulled out one made of purple organza with a black lacy bodice and a bow at the waist. The material was cut generously at the bosom. The next was an even fancier frock: the outer part was made of black taffeta, with a flared skirt. Beneath it were mounds of baby-pink crinoline; the same material peeked out of the strapless top.


  Abandoning the jewelry she’d been sorting, Annie joined Brie. She drew out a slim brocade sheath with metallic roses embedded in the material. “Oh, wow, these are unbelievable. And I’ll bet they’re worth a pretty penny.”


  Clutching one to her chest as if to protect it, Brie sighed. “We can’t just let him donate these or take them home with us. It’s not right.” A little devil inside her perked up. “But we could try them on.”


  “Not me.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re a size eight or ten, and these look to be that. I’m a solid fourteen. Not that I mind, except now that I can’t play dress up.”


  Still holding the dress up to herself, Brie walked to the mirror. “I’d love to try it on. Take a picture and we’ll send it to Patrick.”


  Quickly Brie shed her work clothes and donned the dress. “Do me up. Hell, they had to have help to get into these.”


  “Lucky women.”


  “These are all from around what, the fifties?”


  “I guess.”


  After she was secured in the dress, she slipped on the shoes that Annie found at the bottom of the chest and looked at herself in the mirror. “Grab me some of those pins we found in the box on the table.” When Annie produced them, Brie did up her hair.


  “You look like a queen.”


  Through the glass, Brie saw the door open. Dr. Forbes stood in the entryway. He stilled, then croaked out, “Francesca?” and clutched at his heart.


  Brie gasped. “Dr. Forbes, are you all right?” Pivoting, she crossed to him. “It’s me, Brie, Gabriella. I’m sorry if I reminded you of her.”


  It took him a moment to gather himself. “No, no, of course it’s all right. For a few minutes there, I thought… You look so much like her.”


  Annie inspected Brie. “In that dress, you do take after her, Brie. There’s a picture somewhere of her in this gown.” She turned to search the top drawer. “Here it is.”


  Brie took the picture and stared down at it. In the other images of his wife, Brie bore a faint resemblance to the woman. But in this one, with the dress, the shoes and her hair clipped back like it might have been worn in the fifties, she really did look like Francesca. “Oh, Dr. Forbes.”


  A gasp came from the doorway. When Brie glanced over, she saw Harlan, mouth slack, gazing at her as if she was the Second Coming. “I thought… Christ in heaven, you’re her.”


  Brie stared at them. Poor guys, they missed their matriarch so much!


  
    oOo

  


  In celebration of Mary Kate O’Neil’s seventieth second birthday, the clan gathered at Patrick and Brie’s house. The sun beamed down, the pool was warm, the beer was cold and his family seemed to be in a good mood.


  Pat approached Aidan, who sat under an umbrella, a days-old infant cuddling into his bare chest. It was hot as hell in the sun, and all the guys had taken off their shirts. “You can put her down, you know. She’ll probably sleep better in her portable crib over there.”


  “I’m afraid somebody’ll pick her up. The doc said we could come today if we didn’t let anybody hold her. Of course we had to make an exception for Mama.”


  “Everybody knows to stay away.” He noted the shit-eating grin on Aidan’s face. “You just don’t want to let her go.”


  “I guess.” His brother kissed Katie’s head. “I can’t believe she’s real.”


  Pat sat and gestured to C.J. across the way. “She looks great.” She wore a simple one-piece bathing suit with shorts over it.


  “Yeah. She lost most of the baby weight with the birth.”


  “You gettin’ any sleep?”


  “Uh-huh. Every single one of her six sisters and her brother Luke, too, is taking a few days off from work to come and stay with us. Honestly, it’s so great. They give the baby a bottle at night so we can sleep. And Matka” Polish for mother “brings food.”


  “That’s what family’s for.” He waited a beat. “Remember how you guys helped me take care of Sinead when I had him alone all those years ago?”


  “Yeah, we were in our early twenties, but we made pretty good care givers.”


  “You were there for me.” He sighed. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”


  Aidan waited, his hand brushing softly over his daughter’s wispy blond hair. “You still sound sad about it.”


  “Do I?” He shrugged. “Those were pretty dark days.”



  “What about now? How are things with you?”


  “Not bad.” He sipped his beer as he watched Brie talking to C.J.’s Luke, who was helping out this week. “I’m glad we hired new people so we’ll all get a breather and have more time with our families.”


  “That Jamie’s a dynamo.”


  “She is. Gale’s a good cook, too.”


  “Sorry I haven’t been able to help much with the increased business.”


  “No worries. We got it covered.”


  At the end of the pool area, Pat saw Sinead walk through the gate—with his old girlfriend, Laurie.


  “I thought those two broke up.”


  “They did. But they’re still friends.”


  Aidan studied them. “Too bad. They were perfect together.”


  “Don’t say that. I want them apart. They need to grow up, go to college, experience life before they commit.”


  “The heart wants what the heart wants.”


  Not up for a debate about his son’s decision, Pat pointed to his parents. “Mama’s motioning for you to come over.”


  “She wants to hold her namesake.”


  They stood and crossed to their parents, who sat under an umbrella at a large table. But the sun filtered through some, and Pat could see signs of their age in the way Pa’s shoulders slumped and how Mama gingerly took the baby.


  “Can I get you something to drink, Pa? A beer?”


  “No, but lemonade would be good.”


  “I’ll get it.” This from Aidan, after he gave the baby to Mama. “C.J. and Rachel might want a fresh one.”


  Dropping down next to Pa, who was staring at the child, Pat smiled, too. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”


  Pa scoffed. “Not yet. She’s scrunched still. I liked ’em when I could get hold of them.”


  “I didn’t have much choice when Sinead came along.”


  Ma and Pa went quiet. He wished he hadn’t said that aloud. The last thing he wanted was for them to remember the hard times. “But it was worth it. See him over there.” He was showing Kathleen something on his phone. “He’s so grown up.”


  “He’s your boy in the looks department, son.”


  “I like that.” He stood. “I’m gonna go say hi.” Pat thought of Aidan’s words about the heart, and Pa’s comments, as he approached Sinead.


  Laurie saw him first and gave him a hug. “Hi, honey,” he said easily. He did like the girl. He’d be glad to have her for a daughter-in-law when they were older.


  “Hey, Patrick.”


  He head-locked his boy. “Sinead.”


  “How are your parents?” he asked Laurie. “You could have brought them with you.” He liked Laurie’s family.


  “They were busy.” He noticed Sinead moved in closer to her. Their hands brushed. Huh!


  A voice came from the water. Liam’s. “Volleyball in the pool in ten minutes!”


  Several little ones were in the shallow end, with and without parents. Brie currently pushed Isabella around in her baby seat, and Kathleen and her cousin Mikey were playing the insidious Marco Polo game. The kids protested Liam’s dictim.


  “No fair.”


  “Why so soon?”


  Pat sat down on the edge of the pool, dangling his feet in the water. “You know it’s our turn.” He winked at them. “Besides, there’ll be a surprise on the side of the lawn for you. In ten minutes.”


  Isabella patted the water, splashing Brie. Easing into the pool, he enjoyed the cool temperature as he swam over to them. “Hi, ladies.”


  Brie said, “Look, Daddy.” She turned the baby around and Isabella screeched, “Da-da.” His daughter’s face was red and her hair all curly. Man, he loved her. And her mother.


  He closed in on Brie, slid his arm around her waist under the water and kissed her head. Her hair smelled of flowers as she hadn’t been underwater yet.


  “Hmm,” she said. “Nice party, huh?”


  “Yeah, you were so right about having it catered.”


  Her hazel eyes widened. “Oh my God, can you say it again?”


  Giving her a sideways glance, he put his hand on her head and dunked her under.


  She came up sputtering, “That was cruel.” Then she splashed him in the face, the baby followed suit and the kids joined in. Soon, a war took place, and it was every man, woman and child for himself.


  When it was adult pool time, Brie carried Isabella up the stairs in the shallow end. “Start volleyball without me, and I’ll jump in later. I’m going to take her up for a nap.”


  “Lookin’ good in that new suit, babe,” Pat said and whistled at her. She swished her hips exaggeratedly as she walked away. And for this moment in time, he forgot about the past. All was right with his world.


  
    oOo

  


  When Brie had been gone awhile, Pat got out of the pool and went into the house. The place had been tiny when, at twenty-five, she’d inherited it from her grandmother. A living room sat to the left of the foyer, and straight back was the kitchen. Upstairs there had originally been three bedrooms. In the first addition, they’d built a glassed-in porch off the living area and enlarged the kitchen. Years later, another expansion included a big family room to the right of the kitchen, which flowed into a dining room. The last update had put a guest bedroom and bath on the first floor and a room for Sinead over it. Then had come a pool.


  As he bypassed the living room, he saw Rachel stretched out on the big sofa. Her eyes were closed, and her hand rested on her forehead. He stopped at the archway. “Are you all right?”


  Rachel opened her eyes. She wore a green bathing-suit cover-up, and the color made her eyes sparkle. “Yes, I’m fine. The heat got to me. So when you all started playing volleyball, I came in here to rest.”


  “Brie was tired the first trimester. Summers are bad for pregnant women.”


  “I’m enjoying the cool air in here.”


  “Just don’t get chilled.” He noticed a glass on the table. “Seltzer?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “I’ll get you a fresh one.”


  “You don’t have to, Pat.”


  “Yeah, I do.” After he retrieved the drink and brought it to her, he leaned against a chair arm. “I’m…Rachel, I…” They’d never had a real conversation about this. “Listen, I should have said something before, but I’m not good at these things. I’d like to…start working toward getting along better.”


  “I’d like to do that, too. For what it’s worth, I understand your antipathy. I wronged your family.”


  “But you’re tryin’ to make up for it. God knows, I’ve done some things I wish I hadn’t.”


  She cleared her throat. “Thanks for telling me this, Pat.”


  “What’s going on here?”


  Turning, Pat found Dylan scowling behind him.


  “Your woman’s resting. I’m on my way upstairs to find Brie.”


  “He brought me a fresh drink.”


  Dylan eyed the glass. “I came in to see if you needed anything.”


  “Well, I’ll leave you two alone.”


  Rachel said, “Thanks again, Pat. For everything.”


  “You’re welcome. Feel better.”


  Pat left the room, with an image in his head of Dylan sitting on the couch next to Rachel. He really loved her, and Pat was going to do better. With Rachel and a lot of things.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie held Isabella close as she rocked her and sang a lullaby. Even though she’d had four children, the weight of the baby, her solidness, her powdery scent soothed Brie. She was happy today—her family was here and Pat was in a good mood. When the baby sagged into her, she got up and placed her in the crib. Taking the monitor with her, she left the nursery and walked down the hall to her bedroom. Pat wouldn’t like it if he knew, but she needed to check her work messages.


  The first two inquired about her services. They could wait until the morning. But there were two more. One was from Jonathan Forbes. The other…Phillip Carson. He must have gotten the message she’d left him this morning before everyone arrived.


  She punched in Dr. Forbes’s number. He answered his phone right away. “Hello, Dr. Forbes, this is Brie O’Neil.”


  “Please, call me Jonathan.”


  “All right. What can I do for you?”


  “You’re late.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You were to be here at noon.”


  “No, not today. Tomorrow.”


  “My calendar says today. Harlan checked it. We’ve been waiting for you. Can you come out now?”


  “I can’t. I’m entertaining my whole family for a birthday party today.”


  “Oh.” A pause. “That’s nice. Tell me about them.”


  Remembering the perpetual sadness on his face, she sat down on her bed and humored him for five minutes. Finally she said, “I have to get back to my guests.”


  “I understand. But I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”


  “Yes, of course, and I’m sorry about the misunderstanding.”


  Feeling bad for the old gentleman, Brie clicked into Phillip Carson’s message. “Hi, Brie. Call me back.”


  She glanced at the clock on the dresser. She’d been gone from the party awhile. But she punched in Phillip’s number anyway. He answered on the third ring. “Carson.”


  “Hi, Phillip. It’s Brie O’Neil.”


  “Brie, hi.” His voice was crisp. Business-like. “I got your message that you’ve decided to send Annie Cummings in your place, for cleaning out my mother’s house.”


  “Yes, I did. Is there a problem with that?” Brie stood and went to the window and stared out at the party in the backyard. The volleyball game was in full swing, but she didn’t see Pat in the water.


  “Somewhat of a problem. I hired you.”


  “I thought you hired InPlace.”



  “You know what I mean. I was looking forward to seeing you again.”


  His statement made her uncomfortable. “Sorry to disappoint you, Phillip, truly. But I’ll be there to assess the job. You can see me then.”


  Before he could respond, she heard, “Brie?”


  Pivoting, she saw her husband at the door. He filled it with his wide bare shoulders and muscular build. “Why are you on the phone? Who don’t you want to disappoint?”


  Gripping the cell with one hand, she held up a finger to Pat. “Phillip, I’m sorry, I thought this would be a quick call. And I have a houseful of people. Can I speak with you tomorrow?”


  After he agreed, she clicked off.


  Pat was openmouthed. “You’re sorry to disappoint Phillip Carson?”


  “Um, no.” She didn’t like it that he was spying on her. “He called about the job. He said he was looking forward to seeing me again, and I was just being polite.”


  “You snuck up here to call him during Ma’s party.”


  Getting impatient now, she took in a deep breath. “I had to check for messages. I put the baby down and then returned some calls. His was one.” With more edge in her voice she added, “And I didn’t sneak.”


  “Nice retort, Brie.”


  “It wasn’t a retort. It was true.”


  He turned and started away. She rushed to the door and pulled at his arm.


  “Don’t,” he said.


  “Pat, I assigned Annie to this job. Then I left Phillip a message telling him that.”


  Pivoting, he faced her. “You said you would. I wasn’t sure if you’d changed your mind.”


  “You asked me not to work for him, and I can understand your objections. Don’t misinterpret some idle comments.”


  He blew out a breath. “All right. I’m sorry I overreacted.”


  She leaned into him, his masculine scent calming her. “Okay, let’s go back to the party.”


  He didn’t move. Just brushed a gentle hand down her cheek. “I love you, Brie. So much.”


  “I know, Patrick. And I love you, too.”


  He was obviously pleased and relieved. Which was good.


  When they arrived back at the pool, Aidan yelled, “We get Brie.” She played well and was stronger than she looked.


  “Then we get Uncle Pat.” This from Hogan.


  Brie and Pat went to the edge of the pool, and he linked his hand with hers. “Thank you, a ghrá.”


  She didn’t ask what he was thankful for. He knew she knew. And for now, that was enough. Holding hands, they both jumped into the water together.


  
    oOo

  


  Late, late that night, after everyone had left the party, Brie waited for her husband by the pool. The nocturnal creatures were out, singing their songs. The scent of mowed grass from the neighborhood surrounded her. She’d dressed in a one-piece terry thing that would drive her husband’s blood pressure up. She needed him tonight.


  When he came outside and over to her, she could see his hair was messy and his chest bare, as he wore only a dry suit. “You’re lookin’ good, love.”


  She reached to the table in front of her, picked up a glass and handed Pat some wine. “It was a nice day, wasn’t it?”


  “Mama loved it.” He sat adjacent to her, grasped her hand, kissed her knuckles. Feathers of desire teased her. “Thanks for always entertaining my family so well.”


  They spoke of the day, the people who had come to the party. “Our kids always have so much fun at these gatherings.” She frowned. “But Sinead seemed preoccupied a little.”


  “He’s almost twenty. Guess what he’s preoccupied with?”


  “Hmm. Just like his dad was then.”


  Pat stared over at her. Studied her. She was absolutely beautiful, especially with the moon kissing her face and hair. He tugged on the strings of her outfit. “Then and now, you know you make me hot with just a look, girl.”


  “Do I?” She leaned in close and whispered in his ear. “I don’t have anything on under this.”


  “Fuck. You’re gonna kill me someday with your teasing.”


  He glanced at the house. “What about the kids?”


  “The boys have overnights with Hogan and Cleary. Isabella and Kathleen were worn out from the party. They’re fast asleep, but I have the baby monitor here in case they wake up.”


  He glanced out over the pool. The space was sheltered, too, with the high fences and trees. They’d done some interesting things out here, when they could grab the privacy. This would be another of those times. He sipped his wine, enjoying its tart taste. “Aren’t you a smart girl to have arranged all that?”


  “And you’re gonna be a lucky man, Patrick O’Neil.”


  His laugh echoed through the backyard.


  Brie liked to shock him. Mix things up. She stood and slipped off the garment and tossed it at him. It landed in his face, then she turned and dove into the pool. The water had cooled some, feeling good on her heated skin.


  After wrenching off his swim trunks, he dived in after her. She was floating in the shallow end, and he came up next to her, grabbed her around the waist, made her stand. “You drive me crazy.”


  “Good.” He nuzzled her neck, sending shivers through her whole body. His hands found her breasts, and he kneaded her. Tension invaded her, and soon she began to moan. His hand went lower to tease all the sensitive spots there. “Oh, God, Pat. You’re so good.”


  “Hmm.” His erection nudged her backside. “I love you, Brie.”


  “I love you…oh, man. Wow.”


  “Want to come this way?”


  “No. Inside me. From behind.”


  “Whatever you want, a ghrá.” Pat walked her to the edge of the pool and gently bent her over. Entered her slowly. Began to move. As he did, the water lapped in time with his thrusts. Soon the waves swirled as he brought them both to climax.


  
    oOo

  


  The man was fidgeting. He knew this would be slow, and he’d always believed he had more control, but he was getting anxious. The situation wasn’t progressing fast enough, and he could ruin it if he wasn’t careful. “Be patient,” he said to the empty room. “Be patient.”




  
    Chapter 6

  


  
    [image: oneil-series]

  


  “What are you looking at, sweetheart?”


  When Clay stepped out onto the back lawn of the White House and asked the question, Bailey quickly closed the photo album in her lap. His agents moved to join Mitch, who was keeping an eye on the kids. They stood in the shade for a good view of Bailey and Clay, too. As always.


  “Just some pictures.” She gestured to Rory and Angel, playing with their half-brother Jon in the hot afternoon sun while Tyler slept inside. Clay had been in a meeting all day on Capitol Hill. “The kids will be glad to see you. When did you get back?”


  “I’ll tell you in a minute.” He took the book from her hands, settled in a chair and opened it. Inside he’d find pictures of her family and some of her coworkers at ESCAPE, the website she used to run, which helped get young girls out of gangs.


  After he perused the photos, he peered over at her. His hair was perfectly cut and in place, his face a bit tanned. He looked healthy and happy. “You’re lonely, aren’t you?”


  “Some.”


  “Because you missed your mother’s birthday yesterday?”


  “I talked to everybody. Mama even Skyped, though she had no idea how it worked.”


  “I’m sorry. Maybe for the next big event, you should go home and say the hell with First Lady duties.” Bailey had been scheduled to give a talk to the Black Women’s Caucus at a Saturday night dinner, then at a rally for women’s health care on Sunday, so she hadn’t been able to go home.


  “It’s not only that. It’s impossible to have friends in our circumstances. The guys and my sisters-in-law are hours away.” She knew she sounded whiny and hated it.


  “You could invite Suz”—one of her friends at ESCAPE—“down for a while.”


  “She’s busy running Guardian.” With a gentle pain in her heart, Bailey thought of the shelter for teenage gang members that she’d planned to head before she married Clay.


  “Do you want to go home now? Rory’s finished school for the summer.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t keep going back there, Clay. Besides, the hours I’ve booked to be with our kids are about the only free time I get all day. The rest of my life is scheduled pretty rigidly.”


  He picked up her hand and squeezed it. “I’m sorry.”


  “We agreed you wouldn’t apologize for what we both decided, remember?”


  Leaning over, he kissed her lips. His were warm, familiar, wonderful. “I do.” When he drew back, a light sparked in his hazel eyes. “I have something that will cheer you up, I think.” He stood and stepped out to where the children could see him. “Hi, guys. Come over here a minute.”


  They raced toward him, Angel lagging, so Jon scooped her up. They reached him just behind Rory, who threw himself at his father. Clay stumbled back with the force of the hit, and Bailey hoped he didn’t fall on his ass and get his lightweight gray suit grass stained.


  Rory finally stopped climbing all over him. “Dad, what’re you doing home? We’re done with school. That’s why we’re here.”


  “I have a surprise for you. I thought maybe we’d celebrate another completed school year.” He hugged Jon. “I’m so glad you’re with us part of the summer.”


  Jon nodded. “Me, too, Dad. What’s the surprise?”


  Clay shot a glance at Bailey, then moved to the doorway of the house. “Okay, Connors, you can let him through.”


  In bounded a…dog. A beautiful male Portuguese water dog, with curly black fur and a white tummy.


  “Wow, Clay, you got us a puppy!”


  “Dog-gie,” Angel squealed. The pup ran around her feet.


  “Holy cow, Dad.” Jon was as pleased as the little ones.


  Rory managed to corral the pup and nuzzle him. “I miss having a dog so much!” Hower, their first pet, had had to be put down because of old age.


  Rising, Bailey went to the kids and knelt down in the grass. She hugged the puppy, its fur soft, its scent fresh—for now. She looked over at Clay. “Where did you get him?”


  “He’s a descendant of Barack’s dog.” Clay shrugged. “He’s probably a Democrat.”


  Her arms still around the pet’s neck, she buried her face in his coat. “Good for you, doggie.”


  “Maybe this will take away some of the loneliness.”


  “It will. Thanks, Clay.”


  
    oOo

  


  “See you, guys.”


  “Bye, man.”


  “Liam, the food was great.”


  “As usual.”


  “Later, Sophie baby.”


  One by one, the firefighters gave their accolades as they exited the pub after a breakfast of ham-and-egg strata and homemade toast. Liam and Sophie leaned against the counter while Patrick stood behind the bar.


  “So,” Pat said. “What’ve you got planned for this morning?”


  “Sophie’s taking some furlough. Lunch is ready, so we thought we’d go for a stroll.”


  “Sounds nice. I can finish up cleaning the tables.”


  “You sure?” Sophie asked.


  “Yeah, you two go enjoy yourselves.”


  When they headed out the door, Pat felt a sting of jealousy. He wished his and Brie’s lives had room for impromptu strolls and a lazy morning together.


  Stop it. You have a nice life together.



  They did. He’d concentrate on how much fun the party had been on Sunday. Everybody had been in a good mood until Bailey called. Then they’d all sensed her feelings of loss, that she wasn’t as much a part of their lives anymore. It had bummed them out, too. Late that night, though, his wife had erased all that from his mind with some mind-blowing sex in the pool.


  Lighthearted, he played some of his favorite oldies on the jukebox and made quick work of cleaning up, checking the bar stock, then he stepped outside. The sun was bright enough to hurt his eyes as he stood under the green awning and surveyed the area.


  It was time to decide about putting tables on the front sidewalk and converting the space into a serving station. He knew the measurements. They had room for four tables on each side of the door. But Pat was reluctant to set up outdoor dining because it brought a whole bunch of problems with it. Still, he studied the area and pictured the expansion.


  “Patrick!” a little voice called out.


  Pat got a glimpse of the boy, Ben, coming down the street, holding Jamie’s hand. “Hey there, you two.”


  Just after Pat’s greeting, Ben broke away from his mother and started running toward the pub. Too fast. Pat cupped his hands and shouted, “Slow down, Benno. I’ll wait right here.”


  But the boy didn’t decrease his speed. He ran even faster. Something niggled at Pat and he started forward. When Ben was ten feet away, Pat thought he’d been foolish to worry—but then Ben stumbled and went down. Hard. On his head. On the sidewalk. He screeched like the dickens when he hit the concrete.


  Pat reached him first, but Jamie wasn’t far behind. Kneeling down, he saw the child was motionless. Oh, dear Lord.


  Jamie knelt, too.


  Gingerly Pat turned Ben over. A huge goose egg marred his forehead and the skin was broken. The wound was already darkening and bloody.


  “Mommy!” The boy made soft, hiccupping sobs. “It hurts.”


  Jamie took his hand. “I can see, buddy,” she said calmly, taking a white cloth out of her bag and placing it on his head. “You feel bad. We have to get some help.” She looked up at Pat. “Do you have your phone?”


  Pat whipped it out and punched in 911. “One hundred MacDougal Street. Three-year-old boy. He has a gash on his head that’s gonna need stitches.”


  “Tell them he hit the sidewalk hard enough to have a concussion.” Her voice was low and serious.


  Pat relayed the information then clicked off. “They’ll be here in a few minutes. I would have driven you to the hospital, but traffic will be bad. An ambulance can get down the streets faster.”


  “I understand.” She never took her gaze off Ben. “You’re going to be fine, honey.”


  The boy glanced up at Pat and put his fingers in his mouth. His big blue eyes were full of tears. Soon, a siren rent the air, and an ambulance swerved into a space in front of the pub. Two women in blue medic uniforms leaped out.


  “Right here,” Pat said, stupidly, because they could see just fine. He stood and backed away.


  The women eased Jamie out of the way. She stood, wrapped her arm around her waist and covered her mouth with her other hand. She didn’t cry, whimper or even react much. Still, he went to her. Placing a hand on her shoulder, he said, “Ben’s gonna be okay.”


  “I know. I just hate to see him in pain.” She continued to watch her son. “He never runs away. He must have been excited to see you.”


  One of the attendants came toward them. “Are you the boy’s mother?”


  Jamie nodded.


  “We’re getting a backboard. Your son has to have stitches. I called the supervising doc, and he said Ben will need X-rays.”


  Jamie nodded in assent.


  “You can ride in the ambulance. He’s so little.”


  As the women slid Ben onto a backboard, Jamie faced Pat again. “I was supposed to be at the day care in a few minutes. Can you call them?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  She bit her lip, her very first show of vulnerability.


  “Jamie, is there anybody else I can call to go to the hospital with you?”


  “Nobody but Grandma, and this would upset her.”


  Nodding, he walked with them to the ambulance, where they got Ben situated. Pat helped Jamie into the rig. “Where are you takin’ him?” he asked the medics.


  “Memorial.”


  “I’ll meet you there.”


  “What? No, no, you don’t have to. I can handle this.”


  “Obviously you can. But I’ll be there just the same.”


  The ambulance sped away. He walked into the pub, put up the closed sign and called the day care to inform them of the accident. Then he phoned Liam. No one answered. He left by way of the back, locked up tight, and got in his Volvo. He’d call Liam again on the way. Maybe Gale could come in, too. Or Joe Sweeney.


  Pat knew he didn’t have to go to the hospital, but this was an emergency. Just because it wasn’t his didn’t mean he shouldn’t step up.


  
    oOo

  


  As Brie drove to the Carson house to assess the job, sun brightened the yards, which were filled with huge trees and bursts of flowers. She pulled up to the small, old residence. The professional in her smiled—she bet it contained all kinds of gems. But she was nervous, too, so she fidgeted with the strap on her purse while she waited by her car. She’d rather not have this face-to-face meeting, but she assessed all of InPlace’s work and she wouldn’t change that because Pat was jealous. No, that wasn’t fair. Pat had reason.


  A big black SUV pulled into the driveway, and Phillip got out. He looked like the stereotypical FBI agent on TV. Wearing a meticulous dark suit, white shirt and muted tie, he even had on sunglasses, which he removed as he came up to her.


  “Well, hello, at last.” Leaning down, he kissed her cheek. She was surprised and stepped back. “I hope I’m not late,” he added.


  “Nope, I’m early.” She’d been up at dawn, supervising the children’s schedule today with Irene. “I’m anxious to see the inside.”


  “Try not to get overwhelmed. She was a pack rat.”


  “How long ago did she die?”


  “Six months. It still…bothers me.”


  Gently, she squeezed his shoulder. “I’m sorry that you lost her.”


  “Yeah, me, too.” He glanced away. “Before we go in, can you explain to me why you won’t be handling this? I thought that was our deal.”


  “I’m busy with a house on Long Island, Phillip. I overestimated the needs of that job.”


  “We could wait to do this. There’s no hurry.”


  “I think it’s better all-around for Annie to take the lead. If she needs help, one of the other employees can be made available.”


  His green eyes darkened. She’d forgotten the…magnetism of them. “Are you sure that’s all this is?”


  “It’s not all of it.” Damn, it, she wasn’t going to cower from the truth. “Patrick doesn’t want me seeing you.”


  “What about your other jobs? Is he jealous of those, too?”


  “No, and I wouldn’t say this is simply jealousy. He’s entitled, Phillip.”


  “That’s a matter of opinion.”


  “Well, it’s mine. Shall we go inside?”


  He held her gaze for a moment longer, then said, “Sure.”


  When he opened the door, she saw he hadn’t exaggerated. There was stuff everywhere. The musty smell of dust and the staleness of a closed-up home assaulted her.


  “What a mess.”


  She walked around the living room. The square footage was miniscule compared to Jonathan Forbes’s parlor, but it had the same, timeworn feel to it. And sense of history. Because she was still unnerved, she chattered. “I’m working on another house like this. Jonathan Forbes is a dear, sweet old man whose wife died, and he’s pretty inconsolable.” She picked up a magazine from a stack piled three feet high in the corner. “Wow. This is an old copy of Life Magazine.” She glanced up. “Phillip, it’s worth money. Norman Rockwell’s on the cover.”


  “That’s why I wanted you to do this. I know some of her things are valuable, but there’s a lot of junk here. And I can’t deal with the personal items yet. I wanted you to sort everything out because I trust you.”


  “Annie can do all that. She’ll need to call in an appraiser, too.” She glanced around. “How many rooms?”


  “Two bedrooms upstairs. A kitchen, dining area and this room downstairs. Plus another bedroom, where she slept. I’m afraid the second floor will be the worst. She never went up there anymore.”


  “No problem. That’s what we do at InPlace.”


  He checked his watch. “Listen, I don’t have any major cases right now, but I’ve got meetings all morning. How long will you be here?”


  “I’ll need an hour or so to give you a quote.” She planned to meet Pat later at the pub for lunch.


  “Okay.” He studied her. “I’m sorry I’m not going to be seeing you regularly.”


  “Annie’s great. You’ll be pleased with her.”


  He put his sunglasses on. “Take care of yourself, Brie.” Then he added ominously, “Do what makes you happy.”


  “I am, Phillip.”


  When he left, she got right to work. She wanted to get out of here as soon as possible.


  
    oOo

  


  “He has a slight concussion, Mr. and Mrs. Ralston.” Dr. Grant, as his name tag read, exuded a calm that was needed in pediatricians. Parents put their children’s lives in the hands of men like him all the time, so a good demeanor was helpful.


  “We’re not married,” Jamie told him. “Patrick’s a friend.”


  “Sorry for the confusion.” He addressed Jamie. “As I said, your son’s concussion is slight, but the gash requires several stitches.”


  Jamie sighed. She was losing steam, he could tell by the way her whole body slumped. She’d tied her hair back in a ponytail making her look even younger.


  “I’ll keep him here until tonight. He can go home by ten p.m.”


  “Fine.” She nodded to the ER cubicle. “Can I stay with him while he gets the stitches? He’ll be scared.”


  “Of course. I’ll have a nurse set up, and I’ll be back to do them.”


  The guy nodded to Pat, then left.


  “Sorry,” she said to him. “I’m embarrassed.”


  “Huh, I’m not. I could practically be your father, so I’m flattered.”



  “Give me a break.” She opened the door and they went inside Ben’s room. The common hospital smell of antiseptic filled the space.


  The small figure lay still. “Mommy. It still hurts.”


  And would hurt more soon before this was over.


  “I know, baby. The doctor’s going to fix your head. It’s like…sewing the skin up.”


  Ben’s eyes widened. “It’ll hurt more.” He started to cry, soft whimpering sounds that broke Pat’s heart.


  So Pat sat on the side of the mattress. “Hey, Benno. It’ll hurt when they start, but you won’t even feel the rest.”


  “Don’t wanna.”


  “I had lots of stitches,” Pat told the boy, remembering some of his injuries. “And so did all my brothers. You’re tough like us. You can take it.”


  His fingers crept into his mouth, but at least he stopped crying. When the doc came back in with a nurse, Pat rose. “I’m, gonna get going. Call me if you need a ride home tonight.”


  “That’s sweet of you.”


  Ben’s little hand sought out Pat’s big one. “Don’t go.”


  “Ben, Patrick has to get back to work.”


  “Gale’s there, and I did get in touch with Joe Sweeney. He’s covering the bar for me. I could wait until this process is over.”


  Jamie mouthed, “Thank you,” and Pat gave her a half smile. It was a small concession, and it was the right thing to do.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie arrived at Bailey’s at eleven, early, but she was hoping to talk to Pat before the lunch crowd came in. The scent of Irish stew that permeated the empty kitchen made her stomach growl. In the pub, she was surprised to find Gale Sullivan behind the bar. Customers three deep had already lined up outside.


  Gale glanced over at her, and for the first time, Brie noticed how attractive he was. His glasses gave him a professor-like look, and his light brown hair was a little long and wavy. “Hello, Mrs. O’Neil.”


  “Please, Gale, call me Brie.”


  His smile was pleasant. “Brie, then.”


  “I thought you were hired as a cook?”


  “I am. But Joe Sweeney called back and said he can’t get here until noon. So I’m setting up.”


  “Where’s Patrick?”


  “I’m sure he’ll be right along.”


  “From where?”


  “I don’t know. He said there was some kind of emergency, and he needed somebody to cover bartending until Sweeney came in.”


  “We were supposed to have lunch together.”


  “I’m at a loss then.” He nodded to the stool. “Why don’t you sit and wait. I’ll get you some coffee.”


  Brie took a stool at the bar. And began to get irritated, though she knew she’d come here already in a pissy mood after her encounter with Phillip. Gale brought her coffee and a cup for himself. “We still have a half hour before the crowds descend. Then there’ll be a barrage. Mind if I join you?”


  “I’d like that.” She sipped the brew, and its strong scent, the caffeine perked her up some. “Gale, you teach right?”


  “Yep, Women’s Studies.”


  “Seriously? Wow.”


  His brows furrowed. “Wow, why?”


  “Because you don’t see many men in that field of study.”


  “I love women. I want them to have equality in every aspect.”


  She didn’t know what to say.


  “You’re thinking because I’m divorced my views are surprising?”


  “No, no, of course not.”


  “I feel strongly about the role of women in society today. In my marriage, she didn’t. And it was hard to live with someone who had the opposite views as mine.”


  Tell me about it. “I wasn’t prying. Pat said you wanted the job because of a recent divorce.”


  “And cutbacks at the college. I only have one summer course, second session. I need the money but the work, too.” He drank his coffee. “Tell me about your job. Patrick says you run your own company. And you’re good at putting things—and people—in their place.”


  “Ha! I guess I am.”


  “Why’d you choose to do that?”


  “Because I gravitate toward order. Because I can measure the results. Because the people you meet are fascinating.”


  “Sounds perfect for you.” He gave her a shy smile. “You’re quite a woman, Brie.”


  “Why, thank you.”


  When Patrick didn’t show up by eleven-thirty, Brie donned an apron. She took orders along with Sophie, helped Liam get the food out and bussed the tables. It had been a while since she’d worked here, but she fell easily into the routine. Her mind whirled with thoughts of Pat and some of the things Gale had said.


  An hour later, her husband came through the pub door to the kitchen. She was heading that way to get an order. As soon as he saw her, he stopped short and slapped a palm on his forehead. “Oh, geez, I forgot.”


  “Yeah, obviously.” Holding her temper, Brie looked at him. “Pat, you have blood on your shirt? What was the emergency? I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer.”


  “Jamie’s little boy got hurt right outside the pub.”


  “Jamie? The waitress?”


  He nodded.


  “Is her son all right?”


  “Yeah, he’s going home later tonight.”


  “How did you get involved?”


  He explained the situation.


  “Makes sense for you to help. I would have, too.”


  He moved in closer and ran his hand down her cheek. “I’m sorry about our date. Is it too late to get something now?”


  “Yeah. I grabbed food because I have an appointment at two.”


  “Then I’ll stay and work.”


  “I’ll see you at home then, later tonight, right?”


  “Of course.”


  Just as she reached the back door, he called out, “Brie, what did you do this morning?”


  Turning, she said, “I met Phillip Carson at his mother’s house to assess the job. It’s all taken care of for Annie to be in charge.”


  “Thanks, babe.”


  “We’ll talk later.”


  “All right. See you then.”


  Brie left the pub, feeling let down. She hoped it wasn’t because she’d reassigned the Carson house. Maybe it was because she’d been looking forward to seeing Pat after the discomfort of the morning.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie stood by the bedroom window, watching the moonlight glisten off the pool. What a day. Remnants of the tension with Phillip, and her disappointment that Pat had forgotten their plans for lunch, had stayed with her. She thought about his excuse. Briefly, she wondered if he was attracted to Jamie Ralston. Then she dismissed the thought. His dad had cheated on his mother, and Brie knew how the infidelity had affected Pat. He was into commitment, big time. Besides, they had enough problems in their marriage. No use making some up.


  “Hi.” His husky voice came from across the room. She heard the small lamp in the corner switch on. “Why are you standing there in the dark?”


  “I was just thinking.”


  “About what?”


  “You. Us. Life.”


  “Ah.” She could feel his body heat as he came up behind her. He reached around her, and she saw he held a bouquet of red roses. “I think they symbolize jealousy.”


  “And love.” She inhaled their sweet scent.


  “I forgot about lunch. And you did something for me, for our marriage that was big. I want you to know I appreciate you. Us.”


  “Thank you. These are lovely.” Leaning back into him, she was warmed by his presence. Safe in his arms. “Why are you so late?”


  “I went to the hospital to take Jamie and Ben home.”


  “This late? Or did you stay with her?”


  “No. I dropped them off at her home.” He grasped her shoulders gently. “Why are you askin’ all this?”


  “Maybe your jealousy is contagious.” She hugged the roses to her. “I don’t want to fight, Pat. I did what you asked, what was right for us. Let’s forget about this.”


  His mouth went to her neck. “All right.”


  Slivers of desire sliced through her. She managed to set the flowers on the table, and when she turned, she kissed him hard. Her tongue invaded his mouth, fast and insistent.


  He was surprised. “Brie, what?”


  “Shut up. I want it this way.”


  “Hey, I’m all in.”


  She pushed him back, and he landed on the bed and laughed.


  She climbed on top of him.


  He moaned when her splayed legs came in contact with his very hard erection. She was naked beneath her nightgown. “Ah, Patrick, I can always count on you.” Undoing his shorts, she massaged him, and with each stroke, her own excitement grew. Only minutes later, she went up on her knees and took him into her. Started to move. Fast, faster, really fast. Soon, he burst inside her, his rough thrusts bringing her over the edge.


  It was only after she’d collapsed on him that she realized they hadn’t even gotten undressed.


  Neither of them cared.



   




  
    Chapter 7
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  From where he sat in the passenger seat of the car, Sinead watched his mother closely. She wore plain black cropped pants and a white T-shirt. Man, you’d never know she was almost forty. He remembered a time when he’d had to punch out some friends because they said she was hot. Better than how she looked, though, she seemed relaxed today, happy, as they drove out to her client’s house in Long Island. Maybe this was the right time to tell her about Laurie.


  “You’re in a good mood today.”


  “I am.” She glanced at him. “Is it that unusual?”


  “Not sure. You and Dad both are hard to read.”


  “We are?”


  He shifted in his seat. In some ways he didn’t want to know the answer to the question he was going to ask. “Are you guys happy together?”


  “Me and Dad? Of course.” When he was silent, she asked, “Why, honey?”


  He played with the Yankee ball cap in his hand. “There’s tension between you a lot. Where does it come from?”


  “I didn’t know you sensed it.”



  One thing he liked about his mother was she never lied, didn’t deny stuff he knew was true.


  She stopped for a red light and they watched people parade in front of the car at the pedestrian crosswalk. “I think it comes from getting together so young. We never had a chance to spread our wings, alone, so to speak.”


  “Dad did. He was twenty-seven when you got married.” She didn’t say anything. “You didn’t, though, I guess.”


  “I suppose.”


  Familiar guilt rose within him. “You had me too young.” His voice was hoarse.


  She frowned. “Don’t say that as if our situation then was your fault.”


  “But it’s true, isn’t it?”


  “What’s true is I was too young to be a mother or get married. And my whole life changed because of you.” She put on the blinker and swerved off the main road into a grocery store parking lot. Sun beat on the front windshield as she stopped. Facing him, she grasped his hand in hers. She was such a dynamo that he never remembered how small boned she was. “Look at me, Sinead.”


  He did. She was smiling, a real genuine smile. “Don’t ever think I’d trade you for any other thing in the world.”


  “I don’t, Mom. I know you guys love us all. I just wish you could have had me later. And you do, too. It’s okay to say so.” He winced a bit, but he went on, “You told me once you had to say things out loud even if they were negative.”


  “You’re right. Just remember, this is why Dad and I thought you and Laurie were getting too serious, too soon.”


  Shit. He guessed this wasn’t the right time after all.


  
    oOo

  


  They arrived at the Forbes Estate, just as Annie pulled up behind them. Brie stopped at the iron gate, pressed a buzzer, then the two steel sides creaked as they parted. She drove down a winding path. Sinead’s mouth fell open as the three-story, stone-faced building rose up before him. “Wow, it’s a mansion.”


  “Filled with years of accumulated stuff.” She grabbed his hand because she felt bad about the questions he’d asked earlier. “Are we okay, honey? On what we talked about?”


  “Yep.”


  “Good.” A pause. “Thanks for coming and helping.”


  “I’m on your dime.”


  She laughed. “I know.”


  Annie knocked on the window. “Hey, you two, you coming out?”


  Brie opened the door, slid from the car, and Sinead exited the other side. The sun was obscured by all the trees around, but it was very warm and there was no breeze back here.


  “Hey, Sinead.” Annie tousled his hair. She’d known him for a long time and he was friends with her boys. “You’re up early.”


  He hugged Brie close. “Anything to help out Mom.”


  “Now, why can’t my son say that?”


  The three of them were talking about Annie’s boys when the front door opened. Instead of his nephew, Harlan, Dr. Forbes appeared in his wheelchair. He had a lap blanket over it. “Oh, hello. I didn’t expect…so many of you.”


  The trio walked up the ten steps to the porch and into the house. “This is my son, Sinead. Sinead, Dr. Forbes.”


  Sinead extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”


  “You, too.” He transferred his gaze to Annie. “Ms. Cummings.”


  When he looked at Brie, his expression warmed. Hmm. She wondered if he had a crush on her. “Sinead’s going to help us carry out the boxes we’ve already packed from the sitting room of your wife’s suite. Did you get a chance to look at what we’ve decided to give away?”


  His hand trembled on the arm of the chair. This must be so hard for him. She reached out and touched his bony shoulder.


  “Yes. There are two boxes labeled SAVE. You’re free to do whatever you want with the rest.”


  She nodded. When she tried to draw back, he grasped her hand. “I was hoping you’d have tea with me before you start.”


  “Go ahead.” Annie’s eyes twinkled. “We can do this part by ourselves and start moving some of the furniture.”


  Why not? The poor man was going through an emotional upheaval. “I’d like that.” They entered the parlor, which again had the heavy drapes drawn, throwing it into shadows. But she could see a beautiful silver tea set, which had to be worth a fortune. “You sit there, dear. In Francesca’s chair.”


  Brie sighed. For a minute, she thought about Pat and how she didn’t want to live without him, even though their relationship was tumultuous.


  He maneuvered the chair slowly into his usual spot. “Will you pour, please?”


  Brie did. The scent of citrus wafted up to her.


  From behind, she heard, “That was Francesca’s favorite blend. It comes from England.”


  Before she could respond, Harlan spoke again. “I didn’t hear the bell. Jonathan, you should have called me.”


  Obviously fond of his nephew, he smiled. “I was amiss. Would you like to join us?”


  “Of course.” He pulled up a chair and sat close to Brie. He’d invaded her personal space, but she ignored it. Losing Francesca was hard for him, too.


  “I think it’s sweet that you still drink her tea.”


  Harlan exchanged glances with Dr. Forbes, then asked her, “So, have you decided what to do with the things from Francesca’s room?”


  “Annie found a local high school that wants the gowns for their musicals.”


  Dr. Forbes smiled broadly. “Ah, Francesca would have loved that. We went to many plays on Broadway. She adored the theater.”


  “I don’t go much anymore. My parents used to take me when I was younger, and in college. But the only shows I’ve seen lately are The Lion King and Beauty and the Beast, geared toward children.”


  Pat had never gone with them. Maybe that was something they should do together, dinner out and the theater, alone.


  The older man’s gaze was soft as it rested on her. “You should be spoiled, Gabriella. If I were still able to attend, I’d escort you myself.”


  “How nice of you to say that.”


  A phone buzzed. Harlan looked at his cell and said, “I have to take this. Will you excuse me?”


  “Yes, of course.” Dr. Forbes winked. “I’ll have Gabriella to myself then.”


  They made chitchat until, from the doorway, she heard Annie say, “Brie, we’ve got the boxes packed, and Sinead’s carried them to the van. Want to get started on the bedroom part of the suite?”


  “Already?” Dr. Forbes’s tone was so regretful, she almost thought she should stay with him. But she couldn’t really. She stood. “Thank you for the tea, Dr. Forbes.”


  “Jonathan.”


  “Jonathan. I’d better go earn my keep.”


  Brie left the sad man, feeling some of his melancholy descend on her. But it also made her vow to live her life fully and not let stupid stuff get in the way.


  
    oOo

  


  In the late afternoon a few days later, Brie dressed in a simple denim skirt and camisole top in deference to the end-of-June heat. She’d just headed downstairs when the doorbell rang. Isabella was still napping and Kathleen and Sean were in the pool—with Sinead supervising—so she answered the ring.


  “Oh!”


  Her father’s brows rose. “Well, hello to you, too.”


  She forced herself to smile at her parents. “Sorry! This is just a surprise. Come on in.” She glanced back at the house. It was messy from the kids, and she hadn’t had time to pick it up. Irene had taken a dinner hour, and this was the interim clutter.


  Leading them down the hall, through the kitchen and to the porch, where they had a clear view of the pool, her mother gazed out at the backyard. “Should they be out there alone? You have a girl, don’t you, who could supervise.”


  “Irene, yes, and she watches them when I’m not here. Sinead’s got his lifeguard certificate, so him being out there is enough.”


  Brie felt her mother’s disapproval as she turned from the outdoors. Still, Brie said brightly, “Can I get you something?”


  “Sure, it’s martini time. I’ll fix us drinks.” Her father crossed into the living room where the liquor cabinet—and the children’s paraphernalia—was spread out on the floor.


  Her mother took the big couch, and Brie sat on a wicker rocker across from her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”


  “Because our trip was spur of the moment. We got tickets to plays the next few days and thought we’d stop in on our way into the city to see our grandchildren.” She added, “We plan to stay overnight, if that’s all right.”


  “That’s nice.”


  Her mother frowned. “You don’t look like it is.”


  “I have plans tonight, Mom. Liam and Sophie are having a barbeque. All the guys have the night off.”


  “Are you taking the children?”



  “No, it’s adults only. Their house is still under construction.”


  Mariana Paresi cocked her head in a way that meant she’d tolerate the situation. “Then we’ll stay with the children.”


  “I have Irene coming back.” Who was supposed to pick up pizza for the kids’ dinner, which Brie had not yet ordered.


  Her father came in from the living room, carrying three martinis on a small tray. “All set.” He kissed his daughter’s cheek when he gave her one. “It looks like a cyclone struck in there.”


  “The kids were playing. They said they’d clean up after the pool.”


  “You really should have live-in help, dear, to take care of those things.” Her parents had had nannies and maids when Brie was growing up and still had someone come in daily to cook and clean.


  “Pat would hate that.” She studied her mother, who’d been pampered all her life. At sixty, she was tall like Brie but thinner. She’d had one child and kept her figure. Her hair was tinted the same color as Brie’s natural auburn, and people always commented that they looked more like sisters than mother and daughter. By contrast, her father Joseph looked older than his years, probably because of his job as a hedge-fund manager on Wall Street. He’d recently retired at sixty-five.


  She set her drink on the table. In some ways, she missed her parents since they’d moved from Manhattan, though they were often disapproving and hard to take. “It’s so nice to see you. I wish I wasn’t going out.”


  Joseph said easily, “You don’t have to. I think the O’Neils could do without you tonight.” He arched a brow. “They see you so much more than we do.”


  “Because you chose to live in the Hamptons.”


  “Let’s not quibble.” Dismissing the talk, her father nodded to the table. “At least have a drink with us before you leave.”


  “I can’t if I’m going to drive.”


  “You could call a car. That’s what your father and I do.”


  Hell, to go to Liam’s? “No, I’m meeting Patrick there. His car is in the shop.” She checked her watch.


  “Don’t let us keep you.” Her mother’s withering tone was one of Brie’s least favorites.


  “It’s not that. I have to call Irene to tell her not to come back, and I’ll need to order a pizza.” At her parents’ dark looks, she said, “I’ll phone Pat, too, and tell him I’ll be late. I can spend an hour with you. I’ll have half of the drink.”


  “That would be lovely.”


  After she made her calls, the kids came in from the pool.


  Kathleen rushed to Brie’s father. “Grandpa. I didn’t know you were coming.” She threw her wet body at Joseph, and he hugged her tightly.


  “We wanted to surprise you. Looks like we did, as Mom’s going out.”


  Sean embraced his grandmother, then Sinead hugged her.


  “Look at you, Sinead. You’re so grown up.” Her mother’s voice was warm. They hadn’t seen him since he’d gotten home from college.


  “I guess I am.”


  “What are you doing these days, boy?”


  Sinead went to sit on the floor by his grandpa. “I’m working with Mom in her business and some hours at the pub.”


  Her father frowned. “At the pub?” Sinead nodded. “You’re not twenty-one.”


  Brie put in, “He does busboy work and stocking when the bar isn’t open. Bailey’s is a restaurant, Dad.”


  “Still, you should be relaxing. I want you fresh to tackle your studies next year.” He winked at the boy. “I’m hoping he follows in my footsteps. With my connections…”


  Sinead glanced at his mother. “I’m taking business courses, but I’m not sure what I want to do with them.”


  “We’re holding out for you to become a member of the firm, which still bears my name, son.”


  A loud babble came from the intercom and Brie stood. “I’ll get Isabella.”


  “No, I will. I loved getting you up from naps.”


  Geez, maybe she should stay home. One thing she knew for sure about her parents was that they loved their grandchildren. And that was worth a lot.


  Mariana left, and the three kids followed her up to get changed.


  “So,” her father said from the other side of the room. “We haven’t seen you since the Inauguration. We saw the ceremony on television. How did it go?”


  “Very simple. Intimate. I liked it.”


  “From what I hear, the event wasn’t very…sophisticated. You’d think Clay’s advisors would have steered him into something more formal.”


  Brie’s shoulders tensed. “Clay knows protocol, Dad. His family is even richer than yours. He chose to keep it simple.”


  “The gossip columns say it was Bailey’s idea. Do you think she’ll ever behave like a First Lady?”


  Carrying Isabella, her mother returned and took a seat again. She gave the baby plastic keys, and Isabella sat contentedly on her lap. The boys were still upstairs, but Kathleen returned dry and dressed and went to sit by her grandfather. “Can we still have pizza tonight, Grandpa?”


  “We can have anything you want, sweetheart.”


  How many times had her dad said that to Brie? She wondered briefly if he’d spoiled her, making her hard to live with. Pat never made that accusation, but maybe he felt it.


  After the hour she’d promised them, she stood. “I’ve got to go.” She smiled at Kathleen and brushed down Isabella’s hair. “Take care of Grandma and Grandpa.” She kissed her parents good-bye. “Next time, call. I’ll make sure I’m free.”


  There was ice in her mother’s eyes, and Brie shivered seeing it. “I will. And maybe you can be more accommodating.”


  After going up to check on the boys, Brie was out the door before she realized her parents had never even asked about Patrick.


  Brie remembered one of their arguments about her mother and father.



  You still haven’t forgiven my parents for supporting me when I didn’t want to get married right away.


  That’s not my grudge, darlin’. It’s theirs. Against me, for knocking you up.


  Suddenly, she didn’t feel so bad about leaving her unexpected company.


  
    oOo

  


  Pat caught a glimpse of Brie when she walked into Liam’s backyard an hour later than she’d planned. She looked cool and pretty in a summer outfit. Crossing to her before anyone else could, he said, “Hey, there,” and brushed her cheek with his knuckles. It was silky smooth, and the scent of her lotion filled his head. “Your message said you got held up.”


  “Yes. I swear, Pat, I didn’t know they were coming.”


  “A ghrá, their interrupting our plans isn’t your fault.”


  “Thanks for that.” She hugged him.



  Dylan approached them, kissing Brie on the cheek. “Everything okay, Brie? Pat said your parents came to town unexpectedly.”


  “I’m fine. Things are fine.”


  Dylan and Pat shared a glance. There were few secrets in the family.


  Pat asked, “Are they stayin’ overnight?”


  She nodded.


  Damn . But he only said, “Let me get you a drink. Wine?”


  “Yeah.”


  As Brie headed to where his sisters-in-law had formed a semicircle of lawn chairs, Pat wandered off to the cooler with Dylan. The night was warm, and Pat felt sweat on his skin. He’d hauled cases of beer and sacks of flour for the kitchen much of the day, exhausting him. The last thing he wanted was to deal with the Paresis tonight, but he’d put it out of his mind for now.


  When Pat delivered Brie’s drink, he squeezed her arm then went to sit with the guys. The four O’Neil men perched on the top of the picnic table under a sprawling set of oak trees and stared out. A breeze picked up and they watched it ruffle the women’s hair. The quick moment could have come out of a commercial for shampoo, and he wished Aidan had snapped a shot of them just then.


  Aidan shifted in his seat. “Sorry about bringing my daughter. I know we said no kids, but Katie’s breast-feeding, and we couldn’t leave her with anybody.”


  “Age zero doesn’t count,” Liam quipped.


  Pat caught Dylan watching Rachel. “Are you worried about Rachel, still?”


  “No, we heard the baby’s heartbeat, so the doctor says things are going as they should.” Dylan did look better, more relaxed.


  “She told Sophie and C.J. about the miscarriages in her family,” Liam put in. “I looked it up. It’s not genetic.”


  “Not technically. But the conditions that lead to miscarriages run in families.” Even though he’d told Pat the situation before, Dylan’s words were grim.


  Pat clapped Dylan on the back. “What is it Liam always says? Don’t live the trouble before it comes.”


  Liam sighed, and a familiar sadness came over his face. “I’m so glad Kitty and I took our lives day-by-day. We had no idea we had so little time together.”


  “I been thinking about that a lot lately.” Pat gripped the sweaty glass, his voice rough. “We gotta make good times happen more.”


  His brothers nodded in assent. They watched Rachel take Katie from C.J. “Oh, God, look at her with that baby.” Dylan sniffed. “Hell.”


  “We’ve all been there,” Aidan announced. “I still cry when I see C.J. breastfeeding.”


  Liam was silent.


  “What about Sophie, Liam?” Pat asked. “You talkin’ about having more kids?”


  Instead of answering, Liam climbed off the table, walked to the girls and snagged Sophie away. They spoke quietly off to the side. Then Liam called out, “Come over here by Rachel, everybody.”


  When they gathered, Liam took Sophie’s hand. “We have an announcement.”


  “Another one bites the dust.” This from C.J., who stared lovingly down at her daughter.


  “Sophie’s pregnant. We didn’t want to tell anybody and take away from Katie’s birth and Rachel’s new pregnancy. But Sophie can’t go back on the line as planned, and hell, I just wanted to share this with you.”


  Sophie’s face glowed, and the two wore matching grins. She added, “You’re the first to know. We’ll tell Cleary and Mikey and your parents when we pick the boys up tomorrow morning.”


  “This is so great.” Patrick shook Liam’s hand. Hugged Sophie. The others followed suit.


  His gaze met Brie’s. She smiled intimately at him, the smile that said they were in sync and felt the same joy. At times like these, he loved her so much he thought he might bust open with it.


  They toasted, then talk turned to motherhood, fatherhood, baby names and how the boys would take the news.


  Pat, closest to the house, heard a sound inside. “Is that the doorbell?”


  “Did you invite anybody else, Liam?” Aidan asked.


  “No, we said we wanted a night with just us. We rarely get to do that anymore. Sophie and I discussed it at the pub today.” He started toward the house. Pat waited and soon Gale Sullivan returned with Liam. Gale stopped short. “I interrupted a family thing! I’m sorry.”


  “That’s okay, Liam said. “Did you need something from us, Gale?”


  He held up a bag. “You asked me to get together books I had about preparing for the SAT exam Cleary’s taking in the fall. I went out to do errands and thought I’d drop them off.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I should have called.”


  “Don’t be foolish.” Liam took the package. “Thanks for getting these. Cleary’s only fifteen, but he’s in honors classes so he’s gonna take the test early.”


  “That’s a good idea.”


  Brie approached them. “Gale, how nice to see you.”


  The guy’s face lit up. He took her hand in both of his. “Hello, Brie. You look beautiful.”


  She did. But why would he notice? Hell, Pat thought, why not? He was a guy, and Brie was gorgeous.


  “Can we get you something?” she asked, ever the good hostess. “I think there’s coffee inside.”


  “That sounds good.” As she stepped away, he called after her, “I’ll go with you,” and trailed Brie into the house, like a puppy dog.


  “What’s that all about?” Liam asked.


  Pat stared after them. “I think he has a crush on Brie.”


  “Who doesn’t have a crush on Brie?” This from Aidan, lazing against the table. “I have since you met her.”


  “Me, too,” Dylan said. “Since then.”


  He looked at Liam. “Well, as long as we’re being honest…”


  The guys all laughed at Pat’s shock. “You’re shittin’ me.”


  They shook heads in unison.


  “Yeah, well, she’s all mine, so get any fantasies of her you still have out of your heads.”


  Dylan teased, “I’d be wantin’ some coffee right now, Paddy, if I were you.”


  “If you get his meaning…” Aidan’s voice was droll.


  “You know,” Pat said, setting his beer on the table. “I could use some caffeine before I drive home.”


  
    oOo

  


  On the Fourth of July, fireworks burst in the sky over the East River, lighting up the ten p.m. sky. Behind Brie, Pat encircled her waist with his arms and whispered in her ear, “How many of these shows do you think we’ve seen?”


  “Nearly two decades’ worth.” She leaned back into her husband and enjoyed the solid weight and familiarity of his body. The kids had wended their way with Aidan through the crowd to get a better view, and the rest of his brothers and sisters-in-law had joined them. Pat and Brie had stayed back on the tiny hill, enjoying each other’s company. It had been like this between them for a week.


  As another big pink ball exploded in the sky, Brie thought back to the past few days. On Monday, they’d played hooky from work, and she and Pat had spent the day at the beach. They’d gone swimming, walked the boardwalk and held hands while they’d sat in the warm sunshine…


  “We need to do more fun things. Without the kids.” Already tanned from just an hour in the sun, Pat had stared over at her. “And I’ll probably lose my man card for sayin’ this, but outside of bed, too.”


  She’d pretended a pout. “Well, if you don’t want regular sex anymore…”


  He’d leaned over and ran a finger down her sun-screened arm. “I want both. I think it’s good for us to do things like this, lass, don’t you?”


  Lost in the moment, she said dreamily, “Yeah, I do…”


  On Tuesday, they’d lounged at home after Irene had taken Isabella on an excursion, made delicious love, watched the news and ate chocolate croissants that Pat had surprised her with.


  “Let’s go to a play,” he’d said spontaneously on Wednesday morning. He didn’t have to be to work until nighttime. “You can pick it out.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, you told me about your conversation with Dr. Forbes. And you’d like to start goin’ again. What do you wanna see?”


  “Something adult…”


  So they’d attended a showing of a revival of a new play starring Robert DeNiro and Pat had found that he liked the theater more than he thought he would. Brie was thrilled.


  “What are you thinkin’ about?” Pat asked when there was a lull in the presentation. He still held her from behind. The night was warm, but she liked the cuddling.


  “What a nice week we had.”


  “Yeah, it was.” She could feel his chin rest on her head. “The kids were funny about it, weren’t they?”


  Sinead had teased them about acting like kids, Sean had asked what that meant and Kathleen had gotten pouty because she loved New York plays and was missing one.


  “We had some good family time, too.” Something Pat valued. Something she valued in him.


  “We did.” She pictured their morning in the pool. “Isabella will be swimming soon.”


  “And Sean did great in his summer baseball league. Him and Cleary.”


  She felt Pat take a deep breath and let it out. “All’s right with the world,” he murmured.


  For now . But she shooed away the negative thought. Brie was hoping this week was a new start, a commitment to calmness in their relationship. As the sky burst into flaming white stars, she made a promise to herself to work harder, compromise and encourage them to have some good, plain fun. She was done with the fireworks in her life.


  
    oOo

  


  The man stared up at the fireworks in the sky. Soon the time would be ripe. Soon he would finally be able to take action. He’d delayed for an eternity, but that was nearly over. Then his world would be right again. Then this piercing loneliness would be forever forgotten.




  
    Chapter 8
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  As Brie walked through the house, thinking of how she and Pat had been so in sync these days, she uttered a silent prayer. Please don’t let things change between us because of what’s happened.


  Once on the porch, she sank down on a rattan rocker and stared out at the pool. The light was on, making the wide expanse of water glisten. So many changes in their lives, yet so much had stayed the same.


  She heard the garage door open then noise in the kitchen. Patrick. She checked her watch. He was later than usual tonight. She stood and he came to the doorway. “Hi, honey.”



  “Hello, darlin’.” He wore the short-sleeved green polo shirt of the pub, which accented his muscles and broad shoulders. He didn’t work out at a gym, or run, but kept in shape hauling things around for his job. He did like to play basketball, and she remembered how he’d taught the three oldest kids the basics. She felt a spurt of attraction, of desire. At least the chemistry between them hadn’t diminished over the years.


  She crossed to him and brushed her hand down his cheek. His usual scruff had filled in a bit. Hmm. She didn’t know if she liked beards on men. “You look tired.”


  “Yeah, things got busy, so we stayed open awhile longer. Then Dylan and Aidan stopped in, so we corralled Gale into some cards.”


  “That’s nice.” She stepped back. “Want me to fix you something to drink?”



  “No, I’m good. I had beer.” He glanced over her shoulder. “I’d sit outside, though. I haven’t seen much of daylight today, except what filtered in through the pub windows.”


  They slid open a screen door to the patio. Back here, the concrete had been replaced with the slate Brie had always wanted. She’d hired a professional, though Pat argued he could have done it. But he worked too hard as it was.


  They took the gravity chaises. Pat tipped his to almost horizontal and sighed. “My back hurts.”


  “I can give you a back rub. Later.” He grunted. After a few moments, she added “I’m glad you hired Sweeney’s son Joey to bartend. It’ll save you from some of those aches and pains.”


  “He’s workin’ tomorrow, so I have off the whole blessed day and night.” He stared at the sky. “Man, look at those stars.”


  Brie glanced up. Pinpricks of light dotted the sky. She could never see the constellations, no matter how hard Patrick and the kids tried to teach her.


  He asked, “So, did you take the day off, like we planned?” He chuckled. “I like havin’ fun, just you and me.”


  Here goes…


  “About tomorrow. I can’t spend the day with you. Something happened to Annie.”


  His head snapped toward her. “Is it serious?”


  “She was in a car accident. Her brakes were bad and kicked out on her.”


  “Dear Lord in heaven. Did she get hurt?”


  “She’s pretty bruised up, and her ankle is badly sprained.”


  “She need your help tomorrow?”


  “No. Steve’s on summer vacation. But I have to reassign her jobs.”


  “Is that a problem?”


  “In a way. Annie’s taken on a lot of responsibility so I could have time with you. Two of my part-time employees are able to cover some of her work. But she’s in the midst of one that I have to take over.”


  Even in the dim light, she saw Pat stiffen. “Don’t tell me it’s Carson’s house.”


  “I’m sorry, Pat. I’ve already assessed it, so I know what to do from where Annie left off. It’s just logical that I handle this.” When he didn’t respond, she added, “Honey, I did what you asked and gave the job to Annie, but it’s not working out. Through no fault of anyone.”


  “There has to be somebody else that can do this.”


  “No, there isn’t. Not now.”


  He got quiet. He did that when he was trying to get his temper under control. Finally he asked, “Who was Annie working with?”


  Brie fidgeted. Her stomach tightened. “Nobody. As I said, we’re spread thin, and people have had to take some solo jobs.”


  “You said you wouldn’t do that. For safety reasons.”


  “And I haven’t. But emergencies happen.”


  “Brie, you straighten up people’s houses. It’s not like you’re a firefighter involved in saving lives. Things can wait until Annie’s better.”


  That hurt. She thought he respected her profession. The notion got her hackles up. “I have a business to run.”


  She heard him blow out a big breath. “All right. Take Sinead with you.”


  “He has another location to be at.” No response. “I’ll see if I can get a coworker in the future, but I’ll be fine working alone tomorrow. I know Phillip.”


  “That you do, lass.” His fist clenched around the chair arm.


  She put her hand over his. His skin was hot. “I’m sorry the situation turned out this way.”


  “If you were just goin’ with somebody else…”


  Damn it. “I don’t need a chaperone, Patrick!”


  “I didn’t mean that. I worry about your safety. You were supposed to work the Forbes’s house with Annie in the afternoon, too.”


  “I’ll be fine. Jonathan Forbes is a teddy bear.”


  He waited a long minute before he said, “No, you’ll have to cancel.”



  She counted to ten. It didn’t work. After tipping her chair forward, she stood. “This isn’t open for discussion anymore. I’ll run my business as I see fit. I’m going to bed. Suddenly I’m very weary.”


  He didn’t grab her hand or hold her back, which meant he was really mad. She shook off his mood as she stormed inside, leaving him alone with the stars and her seething with anger.


  There would be no back rub, and what it usually led to, tonight.


  
    oOo

  


  Once again, Pat sat on the patio. Brie had gone to bed a while ago, so he stole a smoke and tried to figure out how their lives could change on a dime. They’d had good times together last week, and now this thing with Carson flared up. He hated fighting with her, and they’d vowed to do better. But spending any time alone with Philip-fucking-Carson? As he’d told her, she asked too much of him.


  The longer he sat, the more depressed he got. And it made him remember the darkest time in his life four years ago, an event that was even worse than when she’d refused to marry him right away…


  Pat had been at the pub and Liam was working in the kitchen when Brie came in through the front door. They’d separated again, and things between them were tense, mostly because she’d slept with Pat the previous month and he’d thought that meant they were getting back together. Instead she’d started dating some FBI guy.


  From behind the bar, he’d looked up at her, and his whole body had clenched. He loved this woman so much, he hurt with it. He wanted her back. He wanted his life back. “Hi.” His voice was wary.



  “Hi, Patrick.” She looked around. “I was hoping to get some time to talk privately.”


  “Liam’s in the back. Nobody else’s here yet.” He cleared his throat. “Want some coffee or something?” He went to the pot on the bar, stalling. He couldn’t blow this one.


  “Um, no. I’m not drinking caffeine.”


  That was different.


  They settled at the corner table, and he examined her face. She looked thinner. And she was alarmingly pale. “Not sleeping, a ghrá ?”


  Her eyes teared, and immediately, he reached across the table. Took her hand. It was cold. “What’s wrong? You can tell me.”


  “You’ll be mad. I’m feeling so shitty I don’t think I can handle that.”


  “I won’t get mad. I promise. I’ll help.”


  One tear trickled down her cheek. “I’m pregnant again.”


  It was like walking into a door in the dark. He’d never expected this. Then, amidst the surprise, joy lifted his heart. “Leanbh, that’s wonderful.”


  “That’s exactly what you said the first time.”


  Recalling those days was painful. “Tell me we aren’t gonna go through that again. Having a kid while we’re separated.”


  “I hope not.”


  Worry skittered up his spine, but he quelled it and squeezed her hand. “Look, I promise I’ll be here for you, no matter what.”


  “I hope so.”


  “It happened that night I came over last month, right? We haven’t been together since then.”


  “No, we haven’t. But Pat, I… You know I was dating Phillip Carson.”


  “The FBI guy, right?”


  “Uh-huh. I saw him about five times.”


  “I hate that.”


  “You’re going to hate this even more. I slept with him.”


  His whole world tilted on its axis. Brie had been a virgin the first time they were together. But now…someone else had had her? Anger, quick and hot, burned inside him. Then, like a miracle from God, he realized he’d have to handle this right or lose her for good. He took a couple of deep breaths to calm himself. “I think I can deal with that.”


  “Maybe not.”


  A horrible thought struck him. “Brie, it’s not—My God, it’s not his baby, is it?”


  “I don’t know, Patrick.”


  He waited. He saw his life unfold in front of him, like people say it does when you think you’re going to die. Their three kids, their home, the years they’d had together. The anger returned, and he looked away trying to stifle it again. When he had, he turned back to her. “Whose baby do you want it to be, Brie?”


  “Yours.” She started to cry in earnest. “Yours, of course. I don’t know why I slept with Phillip. Maybe because I’d never been with anybody else. I didn’t even like it. I love you, Pat. I want to get back together. I’m sure of that now. But if it’s his…”


  To this day, Pat didn’t know where he got the strength to say what he had. He’d stood on shaky legs, circled the table, drew her up and hugged her to him. “Everything’ll be all right, Brie. We’ll get back together and have the baby together, regardless of whose child it is. I love you that much…”


  Later, after they reunited, Brie took the baby for a paternity test without telling him. Isabella was all his. But the damage, so to speak, had been done.


  
    oOo

  


  Still angry at Pat and the curt note he’d left for her—“At least leave an address where you’ll be”—Brie was late getting out of the house the next day. When she left, Isabella, Pat and the boys were still asleep, and she dropped off Kathleen at band camp on the way. So she wasn’t surprised to see Phillip Carson had already arrived. Today, he was dressed casually in dark shorts and a gray cotton shirt. She’d put on a light work out suit but had removed the jacket in deference to the heat.


  “I got your message.” He was sitting on the front steps of the porch. “I’m sorry about Annie’s injuries. How’s she doing?”


  “Did I tell you she was in an accident?”


  “Yeah. When you called to say you were coming.”


  Brie shook her head. After a fight with Pat, her mind was always in a muddle. “She’s in some pain. Pissed about being laid up.”


  “I would be, too.”


  “So I’m filling in. I’ll work on the house with you until she comes back or we’re finished.”


  “I thought…”


  She held up her hand. “All that was foolish. This is a job and I’ll do it as I see fit.”


  His brows arched. “You’re the boss.”


  She motioned to the house. “What were you planning to do today?”


  “Go through the first bedroom. I told Annie I’d work with her on it because there’s sure to be some heavy lifting and I can sort what I want at the same time.”


  “Then you can help me.” And Pat be damned.


  The bedroom upstairs was stuffy and hot, with sunlight falling across the wooden floor. But when they opened the windows, a cross breeze cooled them enough to work. “Let’s start in the closet,” she said. Usually, those were the worst.


  Phillip pulled out boxes and left a clutter of sports equipment and a tuba in there. The cartons were labeled “Little Phil.”


  She burst out laughing. “Little Phil?”


  “Yeah, I was the youngest of four boys.”


  Pat was the oldest.


  Setting the first box on the floor, he drew over a chair from a desk.


  She knelt and opened the flaps. “Look. It’s pictures.”


  Rolling his eyes, he said, “Shit. I was a scrawny kid right from the start.”


  His wide shoulders and fit body belied the statement. “What happened?”


  “I grew up.”


  The pictures were cute. There was one of him and his brothers where Phillip was scowling. “Why the long face?”


  “Probably at that point, Jack was pinching my back. They were all bullies.”


  “Oh.” She didn’t think any of the O’Neils ever had bullied each other. “I can imagine it was hard to be the youngest.”


  “Yeah, and more. My mother found out about them tormenting me and threatened them. That only made it worse.”


  “Why?”


  “They said I was a mama’s boy and picked on me more. In secret, though.” He stared down at the picture. “We’ll toss this.”


  “Here’s one with you and her.” She ran her hand over the cold glass and gave it to Phillip. He swallowed hard when he saw it, then set it aside to save.


  Making casual comments, they sorted through all three boxes by eleven a.m.


  “You didn’t keep much,” she commented at the small stash.


  “I got enough. Besides, I have a photographic memory.” He checked his watch. “Let’s take a break. I’m sweltering.”


  Brie felt a film of perspiration on her own skin. “Sure.”


  He arched a brow. “You still like those Philly cheesesteak sandwiches?”


  “Um, yeah.”


  “How about I go get us two? And some beer?”


  “Why not?”


  It wasn’t until she was alone in the house that she realized he remembered what she liked to eat. Their affair had been years ago. She had no idea what his food preferences were. That he knew hers was odd.


  
    oOo

  


  Depressed from his memories the night before, Pat entered Patty-Cake Day Care with Isabella at about ten a.m. He caught sight of Jamie on the other side of the room. She wore cropped-off white jeans and a simple pink T-shirt. Her hair was pulled to one side and held by a pink scarf. When she noticed him, she waved. He crossed to her.


  “Look who the cat dragged in.”


  Holding two-year-old Isabella, he smiled at Jamie. The woman seemed perpetually happy, and it was contagious. “Hi. I called earlier to see if you could take her today. Your boss said yes.”


  Jamie extended her hands. “Come see me, Isabella.”


  The baby went right to her. A happy child, she was used to scores of people wanting to hold her. She tugged on Jamie’s scarf, dislodging it. The young woman’s hair fell in waves over her shoulder and chest and looked soft.


  Isabella asked, “Benno?”


  Jamie nodded to a corner. “Over there playing with the toy fire trucks.” Pat could hear him making siren sounds.


  She set Isabella down. “Go play with Ben.”


  “Hey, princess, gimme a kiss first.”


  After his daughter planted a big sloppy one on his mouth, she tottered off to find her friend.


  Turning back to him, Jamie asked, “How long will she be here?”


  “Until after lunch. I promised her swimming before her nap.” He was close enough to catch a whiff of Jamie’s lotion. It was very feminine. “I won’t see you tonight. I’m off for a whole, blessed day.”


  “Hmm. Have fun. Swimming today will be great, it’s so hot. Even the air-conditioning isn’t enough.” She smiled, too. “I’ll miss you at work.”


  Pat left the day care, feeling strange. He didn’t have any women friends except his sisters-in-law, and he wasn’t used to making small talk. Shaking his head, he put on his dark glasses to ward off the sun bouncing on the pavement. It would be blistering by noon. Passing by the butcher shop, an antique place and a diner, he walked to the pub, where he'd left his car. His thoughts turned to Jamie having no friends to take her to the hospital the night Ben was hurt. That was probably why she was so friendly. And, of course, he’d helped her out.


  Then he let himself think about this newest problem with Brie. He wished he hadn’t replayed in his mind what had happened with Isabella’s conception because he wanted to forget it. Brie was right about one thing—he couldn’t keep dwelling on the past. Pulling the address of Carson’s house out of his pocket, he decided to take her lunch as a peace offering.


  Gale was in the pub kitchen when he entered through the back. The scent of Irish stew and baked bread filled the place. The guy looked good today. He’d gotten a haircut and wore some snazzy clothes under his apron. “Hey, Gale. How’s it goin’?”


  “Really good.” He studied Pat. “Aren’t you off today?”


  “Yeah, I came in to get some lunch for me and Brie.”


  “We have some of the corned beef left over from yesterday. Want me to make sandwiches for you?”


  “That’d be great. I’ll snag some beer.”


  In the bar, Patrick said hello to Sweeney, took cans of beer out of the one of the fridges and went back to the kitchen.


  Gale set a bag on the counter. “There you go. For you and that beautiful wife of yours.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Sorry, I meant no harm. But she’s one of the prettiest women I ever met. You’re a lucky man.”


  Pat felt the stirrings of jealousy like he’d had when the guys teased him about Gale’s crush at the barbeque. Shit, Pat was a mess. Gale had simply complimented his wife. He left the pub, thinking about his jealousy and how it affected his life. And knew he had to get over this stupid feeling of inadequacy. As he drove to Carson’s, he decided to call the counselor they’d been seeing together and ask for some sessions alone. Keeping the notion in mind, he arrived at the address Brie had left for him this morning. He’d been a jerk, leaving a terse note asking where she’d be, when he should have said he was sorry.


  Her car was in the driveway of a small house, in a little neighborhood. There was a big black Bronco parked next to the Volvo.


  If you were just going with somebody else…


  Huh, maybe she got another person to work with her. He climbed the steps and rang the doorbell. No answer. Odd. After a few more rings, he took the stairs down and heard laughter around the back of the house. Following the noise, he reached the yard…and stopped short. There was his wife, having lunch with another man. Right now she lazed in the chair, sipping a beer.


  The guy was no coworker. The way he looked at Brie told Pat this was Phillip Carson.


  
    oOo

  


  “Seriously, the takedown did not happen that way.” Brie sipped cold beer from a bottle and smiled over at Phillip. She’d forgotten how entertaining he could be. “Cats saving the day?”


  “I swear. There were about fifty in the house. They surrounded the guy when he broke in.”


  Again, she giggled. Sitting under the shade of a nearby tree, Brie realized she was having fun.


  “Ah, I missed that.”


  Brie knew she shouldn’t, but she said, “We had some good times.”


  He squeezed her hand across the table. “How’s your marriage really, Brie?”


  Just then a shadow fell over the table. “I’d like to hear the answer to that one myself.”


  Oh my God! Brie looked up. “Patrick? What are you doing here?”


  He held up a brown paper bag and also carried a six-pack of beer. “I brought you lunch. But I can see somebody beat me to the punch.”


  Brie cringed at the bleak look in her husband’s eyes.


  Phillip stood and held out his hand. They’d never met.


  “Phillip Carson.”


  Patrick didn’t shake. “I know who you are.” He stared at Brie, shook his head and walked away. In a minute, she heard the car start and tires screech on the pavement.


  “I’m sorry, Brie. Your husband didn’t look too happy.”


  Feeling defensive, and spied upon, damn it, she stood, but instead of being relaxed as she’d been earlier, now she was stiff all over. “Let’s go inside and finish the inventory of the bedroom. You need to be here to go through her jewelry.”


  He grasped her arm. “Wait, Brie. Listen, I’m sorry if I’ve caused trouble between you and Patrick again.”


  “I won’t talk about him with you, Phillip.” Instead she walked through the back door.


  Hours later, she calmed down, canceled her appointment at the Forbes Estate and headed home. She guessed Patrick would have gone to the pub to work off some steam, and she was anxious to take a swim and cool her brain.


  But his car was in the driveway. She entered the house through the garage, then the kitchen, which had a view of the pool through the windows. He was in the water.


  And he wasn’t alone.


  
    oOo

  


  Because the day was sunny and Isabella was strapped into a baby water seat, babbling, “Wa-wa. Wa-wa,” and splashing her hands, Pat banished his wife from his mind and tried to enjoy the weather and the swimming.


  Jamie stood across from him in the pool, holding on to Ben, who was in their extra baby seat. “Ben loves this. I’ve only taken him to a city pool a few times, but it’s so crowded. Here, he’s getting acclimated quick.”


  “Hey, Benno. You like the water?”


  Isabella splashed some more. “Ben-no.”


  And both parents laughed.


  “You look like you’re having fun.”


  Pat shaded his eyes and glanced over to the edge of the pool. His wife, hot, sweaty and, he’d bet, cranky, stared down at him.


  “That we are.”


  Isabella kicked her feet. “Mama, splash. Wa-wa…”


  “I see, baby. Is it fun?”


  “Fun.”


  Brie nodded to Pat. “I didn’t know we were having company.”


  “Or what, you would have come home sooner?”


  “No, I had a job to do.”


  “I hope it’s okay.” Jamie was probably picking up on the vibes between him and Brie. “It was so hot, and I was finished at the day care just when Pat came to pick up Isabella. He invited us out here to swim.”


  “Of course it’s okay.” She squatted, near where Ben was. “And who’s this little guy?”


  “My son Ben. Say hi, buddy.”


  “Ben-no.


  Both Pat and Jamie laughed. Of course, Brie didn’t get the joke.


  “Why don’t you put on a suit and come in with us?” Pat suggested.


  “No, thanks. I’m a bit worn out. A shower and rest sounds good.” She turned to the girl. “Jamie, nice to see you again. Come for a swim anytime.” She held out her hands. “Isabella, want to come with Mama for your nap?”


  A vehement shake of her head. “Wa-wa.”


  Brie’s face turned sad. The expression usually cut Pat to the quick, but not today, not when he remembered her laughing with Carson over a beer and discussing their marriage.


  He watched his wife walk away, a stiffness in her usual graceful gait, then blanked his mind of her. The four of them played in the water until midafternoon.



  “I have to get going,” Jamie told him. “I’m working in a few hours.”


  “Okay.” After lifting Isabella from the baby seat, he climbed out of the pool. Jamie did the same with Ben. “I’ll put her to bed. You remember where you got dressed?” There was a big bathroom off the patio.


  “Uh-huh.”


  Pat stopped at the nursery before he went to change into clothes. After he dried and diapered her, Isabella practically dropped into the crib, stuck her fingers in her mouth and closed her eyes. Pat took a minute to let the depth of his love for his child fill him. He couldn’t do it. Brie was right. He needed to take joy in the good things in the present, but after seeing her all cozy with her former lover, he just couldn’t. And fuck the counseling, he thought as he stepped into his bedroom.



  Brie wasn’t asleep. She sat on the bed in some one-piece terry thing, leafing through a magazine. Hair damp, face dewy, she’d obviously showered. But she was troubled. He could tell by her knit brow and how her teeth came out over her bottom lip. She looked up when he came in. “All done in the pool?”


  “Yep. And the baby’s down.” He went to the closet and pulled out jeans and a T-shirt.



  “What are you doing?”


  “I have to take Jamie home. She doesn’t have a car.”


  “You’re driving back into the city now?”


  “I am.” He gave her a stubborn look. “Why?”


  “It’s your day off.”


  “That’s okay. It’s something to do.”


  Her face hardened. He hated that expression, always had. “Fine!”


  The catch-all word that meant anything but fine. “Are you mad at me?”


  “Are you mad at me?”


  “Nope.” He gave her his own glare. “You should get some sleep before the kids get home.” He added pointedly, “You look like shit.”


  With that little bit of cruelty, Patrick left the bedroom.




  
    Chapter 9
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  As Patrick drove back to Rockaway, his mood changed from angry to sad, and he hit the steering wheel with the palm of his hand to counteract the feeling. A few minutes later, his phone rang.


  “Paddy, thank God I caught you.” Dylan’s voice was shaky. Almost panicky. He was in Seattle to do some research on his book and was due back tomorrow. “I’m hours away and can’t get a flight out.”


  “Hold on.” Swerving onto a side street, Pat stopped the car because he knew something was really wrong with his brother. “What do you need, Dyl?”


  “Rachel just called me. She’s having cramps. Some spotting. I can’t get home because of the fog that set in out here. And she’s alone because Hogan’s spending time with his mother.”


  “I’ll go right over to your house.” Turning the car around, Pat got back on the road.


  “There’ve been miscarriages in her family history. That’s why we didn’t tell anybody about the pregnancy.”


  “I know, you said that before.” He gentled his tone. “I’ll help her in any way I can.”


  “You don’t like her…”


  “I promise I’ll treat her as if she was my own wife. Let me get over there and see what’s goin’ on.”


  “I’ll call and tell her.”


  Pat’s heartbeat escalated at the grim news. It was true that he was having trouble warming up to Rachel—although that was getting better—but no one deserved this kind of heartbreak. He knew that firsthand. He thought about phoning Brie to meet him at Rachel’s, but their nanny was off today and someone had to watch the kids. They didn’t leave Isabella alone with the boys.


  But they could do it in a pinch. Still, he didn’t call.


  Pat reached the condo Dylan, Hogan and Rachel now shared, and he found a parking space about a block away. He jogged down the street, praying. Please don’t let this happen to them. When he reached the building, he pressed the bell labeled Scott/O’Neil.


  The front door buzzed open. She stood waiting for him at the doorway of their condo in the back of the building. Her face was white, her eyes smudged underneath. She seemed frail in a simple blouse and slacks. “Dylan shouldn’t have called you.” Her voice was raw.


  “Hush now, lass. We’re family.”



  Stepping aside, she let him in. Immediately, he took her hand and led her to the couch to sit. Her skin was ice cold, which worried him. “Tell me what’s happened.”


  “Pat, I don’t know you well. It’s rather intimate.”


  “I should know.”


  Haltingly, she gave him the sketch of what Dylan had said. “I called my family, even Mike, my sister’s husband, but no one’s answering.”


  “I’m your family, too.”


  Tears trickled down her cheeks. Without hesitation, he tugged her close and held her. She was more bony and slender than she looked. “We should call your doctor.”


  “I…” She hiccupped. “I already did. She said spotting’s normal.”


  He ran a hand down her hair. “But cramps aren’t.”


  Drawing back, she looked up at him. Her eyes were filled with fear. “How do you know?”



  “Brie had a miscarriage between Sean and Kathleen.”


  “How far along was she?”


  “About eight weeks.”


  “Same as me.”


  He tipped up her chin. “But she had spotting with Kathleen, too. So there’s a fifty/fifty chance nothing’s wrong.”


  “We heard the heartbeat. That’s good, isn’t it?”


  “It is.” He nodded to the bedroom. “Wanna stretch out in your bed?”


  “The doctor said to rest. To check the blood flow periodically.”


  Blood flow was different than spotting. Suddenly, Patrick had a very bad feeling about this. Before she settled in bed, she went into the bathroom. When she came out, she gave him a half smile. “It hasn’t stopped. But it’s not any worse.”


  “Good.” He drew back the covers—a bright yellow spread and taupe sheets.


  Once she was situated, she looked over at him. “Pat, please don’t leave me alone.”


  “I have no intention of leaving you alone, Rach.” He squeezed her hand, let go and pulled up a fancy chair she had in the bedroom. “I’m gonna sit here and tell you stories about Dylan when he was a boy.”


  “A lot of that was in the box of pictures Bailey gave me.”


  “Ah, not these stories. They stayed among us men.”


  He’d just finished recounting how, when Dylan was two and Pat was four and his mother put them down for naps, Pat used to get up and sneak into the nursery. He’d climb in the crib, and they’d play with fire trucks. She laughed, then said, “Oh,” and clutched her stomach.


  “Worse?”


  She only nodded and closed her eyes.


  “Don’t you want to call the doctor again?”


  “Not yet. She specifically said to wait awhile. Keep talking.”


  He told her about how Dylan had broken his leg. He hadn’t tripped on a log, as their Ma thought. He and Pat had jumped off a neighbor’s garage roof, and Pat had landed well. Dylan hadn’t. The stories seemed to distract her.


  After a few more, she said, “I’d better check.” She climbed out of bed, went into the bathroom, then came out clutching her stomach. “There’s more. The doctor said if it got worse, to this point, to call her again. Can you do it, Pat?”


  “Of course.” He helped her back into bed, then called the answering service, which promised the doctor would phone them.


  The last tale was about Dylan’s Junior Prom date and how Pat had helped him buy condoms. He finished just as the phone rang. Pat scooped it up from the night table and handed it to Rachel.


  Weakly, she said, “Hello? Marsha?” A pause. “Yes. Bright red.” Rachel’s face went white. “Okay, yes, sure.” She clicked off.


  “We have to go to the hospital, Patrick. Marsha will meet us there.”


  “Then that’s what we’ll do.” He eased her out of bed, and she gathered some things. She promised to wait on the stoop until he pulled the car up and helped her down the stairs. He got her settled in the front seat of the car.


  “It’s bad. I know.” Her words were cold.


  He took her hand again. “We’ll deal with that, Rach, together.”


  
    oOo

  


  Two hours later, Patrick sat in an ER cubicle and watched Rachel cry. Hunched over, the blue hospital gown accented her frailty. The situation was so sad, he wanted to bawl himself. Instead he gripped her hand and murmured, “I know, I know. It’s awful.”


  He remembered saying those exact words to Brie when she’d suffered the same loss. But they’d had two kids then and had gone on to have two more. Rachel, from what she said about her family history, might never have another child. Since family meant so much to him, he couldn’t imagine her grief.


  Brie. He’d thought of her during this whole thing, and broke down and called her when he knew Rachel had miscarried. Her phone was off; he left a message for her to get back to him ASAP, but she hadn’t.


  Eventually, Rachel’s sobs wound down to weeping, then sniffling. He handed her a handkerchief from his pocket. She murmured, “We were going to have a girl, Pat.”


  “Oh, honey.”


  A long pause. “Don’t tell me everything’s going to be okay.”



  “I won’t. You can cry all you want.”


  She dabbed at her eyes, blew her nose. “You know, I wasn’t even sure I wanted a child. Dylan probably didn’t care because he has Hogan. But now I wanted her, Pat. I really did.” Her voice choked up.


  “I believe you.”


  She looked around at the white walls, the bed and single, straight chair. The room smelled of disinfectant. “How long do I have to stay here?”


  “Overnight, they said. Because of your family history, Marsha wants to make sure there’s no complications. She said she’d be back in later tonight.”


  “Is…is Dylan coming?” Tears welled again. “He’ll be so upset, Pat. You have to be there for him.”


  “The fog lifted and he’s catching a red-eye at midnight. He’ll be here by morning.”


  Rachel straightened a bit. “I have to be strong, for him.”


  “Fine, be strong then. Until he gets here, you can be anything you want.”


  “Thank you.”


  Her eyes started to close. He’d wondered when she’d sleep. They’d gotten the horrific news of the miscarriage, then later the doctor had performed a D&C. Pat had to leave her for that, but he could tell when he came back in that she’d cried through the whole thing. Blessed oblivion was what she needed now.


  When he was sure she was asleep, he pulled out his phone. Shit, the battery was dead. It must have run out of juice after he’d talked to Dylan and given him the bad news.


  Somber nurses had stopped in throughout the early evening, and when one came through the door again, he whispered, “I need to make some calls. My cell is dead.”


  Smiling sympathetically—she probably thought he was the dad—she took her phone from her pocket and gave it to him. “Make as many as you want. You can go out in the hall. I’ll stay with her.”


  On his way to the door, he looked over at Rachel and thought of Brie and the stupid, stupid things they were doing. He punched in her number first.


  
    oOo

  


  Dylan had to be strong for Rachel. He had to be. As the cab pulled up to the hospital, he got out, promising himself he’d pull through for her. In minutes he was at the doorway to her room. It was dark and quiet inside. He took a few steps forward and saw Rachel, slight and fragile, in the bed, on her side, facing Patrick. His brother had pulled up the lounger close to the bed and now was stretched out and asleep.


  He gasped, the totality of what had happened socking him in the gut. He slapped a hand over his mouth to stop the emotion. But he couldn’t. He turned quickly, went out into the hall. Once there, he leaned against the wall and let the sadness wash over him.


  “Dylan?”


  The voice was Pat’s, and when Dylan looked up, he saw his brother next to him. The earlier emotion clogged his throat again.


  Pat studied Dylan, then grasped his arm. “Come on.” He dragged him down the corridor. The hospital hadn’t awakened yet, so there was only an isolated orderly in the hall or a janitor. A phone rang and mumbling came from the nurse’s station.


  The bathroom was empty when they entered it. “I can’t…I wish…” Dylan closed his eyes.


  “Come here, buddy.” Pat enveloped him in strong, sturdy arms, and Dylan gripped him. “It’s okay. Let go.”


  And Dylan came apart.


  He didn’t know how long he cried, but he calmed eventually, the familiar, solid weight of his brother soothing him. Finally, he managed to draw back. Pat pulled out some paper towels from the dispenser, and Dylan mopped his face with them. He took a deep breath. “This is hard. I wasn’t here. I couldn’t help. It hit me when I saw her that she wasn’t pregnant anymore.” His voice broke on the last word.


  “It’s a tough one.”


  “How is she?”


  “Sad. She wants to be strong for you.”


  “She doesn’t have to be.”


  “You’ll do better together. I think once you’re with her, things will be easier to deal with for both of you.”


  Dylan leaned against the yellow-tiled wall, felt the cold of it seep into his head. “I didn’t even know if I wanted another kid. But I came to want this one. So did Hogan.” He drew in a breath. “He’ll be sad, too, when he comes back from his mother’s.”


  Silence for a few minutes gave Dylan time to regroup. Then he pushed off the wall. “I can never repay you for being here with her.”


  “Repay isn’t in the O’Neils vocabulary.”


  He nodded. “Does anybody else know?”


  Pat shook his head. “I thought I’d wait till you got here to decide how you wanted to do that.”


  “It’s a lot to ask, but will you call them?”


  “Of course.”


  “What did Brie say?”


  A shadow came over Pat’s face. “I couldn’t get in touch with her. I’ll try again soon.” He clapped Dylan on the back. “Want to go see Rachel now?”


  Dylan nodded and they left together, walking slowly down the hall. Dylan felt better after his catharsis and having Pat next to him. When they entered the room, Rachel opened her eyes. Light filtered in through the blinds and he could read her bleak expression. “Dylan?” Her voice sounded ravaged.


  He strode to the bed, sat on the mattress and drew her into his arms. She started to cry—deep, wrenching sobs that cut Dylan’s heart to ribbons. “It’s so horrible.”


  “I know.” He buried his face in her hair. “I feel the same way."


  There was nothing to do but hold each other close.


  
    oOo

  


  Patrick headed back to Rockaway. He’d tried to call Brie twice more from Dylan’s phone, and she still hadn’t answered. Checking his watch, he hoped she was home, maybe asleep. For the first time since last night, he recognized how odd her not answering was. Even when they weren’t in sync, they were available to each other. They promised they always would be.


  “Fuck,” he said when he pulled into the driveway and put up the garage door. Brie’s car was gone, and Irene’s was parked off to the side. Frustration, and now some anger, niggled at him. He found Irene seated at the kitchen table. The morning was cool so a soft breeze filtered in through the three open windows across from her. Isabella sat in her chair, eating with her hands what looked like mashed bananas. When she saw him, she said, “Da-Da” and got so excited, she banged on the tray, sending the fruit everywhere, even into her feathery dark hair.


  “Hey, princess.” He came close and kissed her head. “Hi, Irene.”


  “Good morning.”


  “Brie gone already?” He made the question as casual as he could.


  “Yes. She went right out when I got here at seven.”


  “Did she leave a note saying where she’d be today?”


  “I didn’t see one.”


  “Huh.”


  Irene studied him. The slight, dark-haired woman had been with them since Isabella was born and in some ways had become part of the family. She was widowed, with no children in the area. “Rough night?”


  He explained to Irene where he’d been.


  “Pat, I’m so sorry. Brie didn’t mention it.”


  “I couldn’t get hold of her last night—or early this morning—to tell her.”


  “That’s odd.” Irene’s brow furrowed. “She did seem distracted and tense when she left.”


  “I’ll try to call her again. Then I’m going to shower.” He crossed through the house and detoured into the den. They each had a desk in here, and he went to hers. The pictures of him and the four kids made him smile. A vase of fresh lilacs filled the space with their flowery scent. His gaze snagged on the appointment book off to the side, open to today. It was totally blank. He checked yesterday’s. Carson. Forbes. Had she made it out to Long Island in the intervening four hours since Pat had stormed out of Carson’s backyard? He flipped the page to tomorrow: two other clients’ names, in addition to Forbes. She’d noted Cleary’s baseball game. Isabella to the doctor. Briefly, he wondered why she’d scheduled no work for today. Who the hell knew what was going on in that pretty little head of hers?


  You look like shit.


  Chagrined at his behavior the last time he’d seen her, he picked up the home phone and dialed her number. “InPlace. Brie O’Neil. Leave a message at the beep.”


  “Brie, it’s Pat. I’m sorry we couldn’t connect last night. I have no idea where you are. Would you please call me back? I’m worried, and besides, something’s happened in the family you need to know about.”


  When he disconnected, he plugged his cell into the charger on his desk, then headed upstairs to shower. When he reached the top of the steps, Sinead, sleep tossed and rumpled, came out of his bedroom. He was bare chested and looked…manly. His kid was grown up. “Hey, son.”


  “Dad. You okay?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  “Um…Mom was worried last night she hadn’t heard from you.” His gaze narrowed. “You didn’t call before she went to bed.”


  He held up his hand. “Come into our room.”


  When they were alone, Pat opened the window to let in air, then took a chair, and Sinead sat on edge of the mattress. “I was at the hospital with Rachel.” He drew in a steadying breath. “She had a miscarriage.”


  “That’s terrible.”


  “It is. I stayed with her all night until Uncle Dylan got home from Seattle.”


  “He must be bummed.”


  “Very. And I did call Mom early on, then my cell died. But I borrowed a phone from a nurse and called again as soon as I could. She didn’t answer.”



  “Maybe because she didn’t recognize the number.” He waited. “What did she say this morning?”


  “She was gone by the time I got back.”


  His son’s brow furrowed. Brie said his did the same thing, the same way, when he was concerned. “Dad, what’s going on with you two?”


  Pat tried not to fidget. “Why?”


  “She wasn’t herself last night. She was out of it. Quiet, which isn’t Mom.”


  “We disagreed about some things yesterday, but it wasn’t serious.” He didn’t like to lie to his son, but this couldn’t be helped.


  “Dad, I’m almost twenty. I know things about men and women and how hard it is.”


  “Yeah, I suppose you do. But our troubles are our own to deal with.” Even if we aren’t doing such a hot job of it. “Neither one of us wants you to worry about us.” He stood. “I have to shower and then go tell the family about Rachel.”


  “Man, that’ll be brutal. Want me to come with you?”


  His heart turned over with love for the kid. “No, I can do it alone. Go back to bed.”


  Sinead rose, hugged Pat and left.


  
    oOo

  


  “I hope you’re right about this,” Liam said to Gale as they prepared lunch. The scent of pie crust filled the space. “Ground turkey instead of lamb in shepherd’s pie is a risk.”


  “Ten bucks the customers don’t even know the difference.”


  “We’re not advertising it?” Liam was scrupulous in letting patrons know what they were eating.


  “No. Make it a real contest.” Gale smiled, but Liam had noticed his face was drawn. There were lines around his eyes and mouth today.


  “You okay?” Liam asked. “You look exhausted.”


  Gale averted his gaze to the dish. “Yeah, I am. I was up most of the night.”


  Chuckling, Liam watched Gale. “Was that good or bad?”


  “Both. Women problems.” He took a bead on Liam. “Not everybody has ideal relationships like the O’Neil siblings.”


  “Ha! You should have been here when we were all getting together. There were tons of fireworks. Sometimes still are.”


  Going to the counter, Gale picked up the dough they’d made yesterday for the onion-and-cheese bread. He divided it between the two of them. “I don’t mind fireworks if they lead somewhere good. Problem is you just never know if women are worth it.”


  “Speak for yourself, man. I know.”


  The door opened and in walked Pat, looking even more tired than Gale. Aidan followed on his heels.


  “Hey, you two,” Liam said. “Why were you together this early?”


  “We weren’t.” Aidan went to the pot and poured coffee for himself and Pat. When he handed the mug to his brother, he added, “We pulled in at the same time.”


  Pat sipped his brew, then sighed. “I’m glad you’re here together so I don’t have to keep telling this story.”


  Liam stiffened. It was obvious by the sound of his voice something bad had happened.



  “Is Brie all right?” Gale asked. His hands had clenched on the dough, and it squished through his fingers.


  “What? No. Why would you ask that?” Now Pat sounded irritated.


  “You look worried.”


  “I am, but not about her.”


  “What is it, Paddy?” Liam crossed to stand next to Aidan.


  “Rachel had a miscarriage last night. Dylan couldn’t get home, and I spent the night at the hospital with her. Dylan got there at dawn.”


  Aidan’s face darkened. “Poor Rachel. When things went so right for us.”


  “Damn it.” Liam’s first thought was of his own wife. “Sophie’s not out of the three-month danger time, either.”


  “Remember, this wasn’t totally unexpected.” Pat must have noticed his concern.


  “Did he break down when he got to the hospital?” Aidan shook his head. “I would have.”



  “Cried like a baby. I didn’t blame him.” Patrick sipped his coffee. “I shed a few tears goin’ through this with her.”


  Aidan’s brow rose.


  “Dylan called me from Seattle to be with her. Aidan, she’s a good person who just had something rotten happen to her. We gotta be nicer to her.”


  “Agreed. I hate being mad at people anyway.”


  Pat turned to Liam. “I need coverage today for my shift. I’ve been up all night and have yet to tell Ma and Pa and call Bailey.”


  “I’ll call Bailey.” This from Aidan. “It’s the least I can do.”


  Liam removed his apron. “I’m going to find Dylan. Lunch is almost ready, and Gale can handle the rest.”


  He glanced at Gale, who seemed even more upset than when he came in. “Of course.”


  “I’ll call Joe Sweeney on the way to sub for you,” Liam offered. “Are Dyl and Rachel still at the hospital?”


  “She was released this morning. They’re home. I’m not sure they need to be disturbed.”


  “I won’t disturb them.” He turned to Gale. “Could you pack up some soup and bread for them, Gale? I gotta call Sophie. She’ll want to come.”


  “You got it.”


  Liam faced Pat. “You should go home and get some sleep.”


  “I will, after I tell Ma and Pa.”


  “We’ll get them through this,” Liam assured him.


  “I know we will. If there’s one thing the O’Neils are good at, it’s helping each other over the rough spots.”


  
    oOo

  


  Pat walked down a long straight road. At the end of it, he saw a figure and knew it was Brie. He hadn’t seen her in such a long time. But as he reached her, she continued to walk. “Brie, wait, we need to talk.”


  When she turned around, her face was obscured . “It’s too late for that, Patrick. Way too late.”


  “No, a ghrá. It’s never too late to work things out.”


  “This time it is, Pat. It’s way too late…”


  Pat woke up, calling her name. He was covered in sweat and was shaking so hard, he had to grip the bedcovers to get control of himself. He was home; he’d gone to bed about ten a.m. And dreamed of Brie going away for good.


  Stupid. She’d never leave him over a fight. And she’d never, ever abandon her children. He glanced at the clock. One p.m. He reached for his cell, but then remembered it was charging. He threw back the covers, got out of bed and put on his swim trunks. Then he headed downstairs. The house was quiet. Isabella had a play date for lunch, and the boys had plans. Kathleen was spending the day with Mikey, Liam’s kid. Sophie was taking them to the movies later this afternoon.


  He turned on his cell and waited for messages. When the ping sounded, he said, “Oh, thank God.” He clicked into them. One from Bailey. One from Jamie. And one from Rachel.


  None from Brie. What the hell?


  He listened to Rachel’s. “Patrick, it’s Rachel. I wanted to thank you again for being there for me. Dylan and I are okay. It’s better now that we’re together. I…I’m glad it was you who helped me, Pat.”


  That made him smile. Nine months ago he never would have thought Rachel Scott would say anything nice to him. Brie called it the vagaries of life.


  Brie. Though none had been signaled, he checked his texts. One from Sophie, saying she was keeping the kids for supper. Another from Sinead, worriedly asking about Brie.


  Heading to the kitchen, Pat poured coffee and went to sit outside on the patio with it. In the bright sunlight, he stared at the pool and wondered where the hell his wife was.




  
    Chapter 10
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  Sinead wandered out onto the front porch of their house and sat in the spot his mother loved to lounge on. His dad had surprised her with the wicker swing one Mother’s Day, complete with padded cushions in her favorite color—yellow. He looked out over the neighborhood. Sean had recently cut the grass and its sweet scent filled the air. Sinead remembered playing in the streets, going to the big parks in Rockaway and spending time on the boardwalk with his parents. He was worried about one of those parents tonight. His mom was supposed to be home at six, and he’d canceled his plans with Laurie because her not calling anybody all day was out of character.


  “What are you doin’ out here?” His father was at the screen door. “Waitin’ for your mother?"


  “Yeah. Come on out.” When his father came onto the porch, Sinead’s heart clenched. His dad’s face was lined with worry. One thing was for certain, no matter how different his parents were, his father adored his mother.


  His dad leaned against the railing. “What’s going on, Sinead? You said you had plans tonight.”


  “I canceled them because I’m concerned about Mom. She’s never been out of contact like this. Don’t tell me you’re not upset, Dad.”


  “I am. So I’m waitin’ for her to pull up and laugh at our worrying. Then we’ll find out where’s she been and why she didn’t return our calls.”


  Sinead bit his lip. “What if she doesn’t come home?”


  “Then we’ll call around to the family and her friends. If no one’s heard from her, we’ll go to the police.”


  “I wanna be in on this, Dad.”


  “You can, if there’s any need.” He waited. “I made a list of who to call if she doesn’t come home.”


  Sinead’s mind whirled. He was closest to his dad, but he loved his mother in a different way. “You think she’s okay?”


  His father took a seat next to him. “You’re a man now, Sinead. I’m not going to lie to you. For as long as we’ve been together, your mother’s never been out of touch all day.” He squeezed his son’s arm. “So, let’s just wait together. As I said, maybe we’ll be laughin’ about it later.”


  Sinead didn’t think so.


  Six-thirty passed.


  Seven…seven thirty. Someone else came to the door inside the house “Patrick?”


  His dad turned. “Irene, I was just about to come in.”


  Their nanny came outside. She glanced at Sinead, her eyes full of concern, then back to his dad. “Where do you think Brie is?”


  “We honestly don’t know.”


  “Then I’ll be staying the night.” She’d done that before, and had left some clothes in a closet in the spare room Grandma and Grandpa slept in.


  “That would be a big help. Thanks, Irene.”


  Sinead swallowed hard. This wasn’t good.


  
    oOo

  


  Pat and Sinead started the calls at eight p.m. Pat phoned his brothers first. He needed to hear their voices in addition to asking if they’d talked to his wife. She was close to their spouses, too, so the girls might have information.


  “Liam here.” Pat knew his brother would still be at the pub.


  “Liam, it’s Pat.”


  “What’s wrong? I can hear it in your voice.”


  “Brie’s been missing all day. Not answering calls. No note this morning about where she was going. She’s always home by six. We’re worried. Have you seen or heard from her?”


  “No. Wait a sec. I’ll ask Sophie. They talk during the day sometimes.”


  As he held the phone, Pat couldn’t believe he had to do this. His stomach hurt from anxiety over Brie. Finally Liam came back on. “Sophie hasn’t heard from her. Neither has Aidan. He’s calling C.J. right now.” Liam hesitated. “What can I do?”


  “Maybe ask Ma and Pa. If they say no, I’ll start on her work people.”


  In the background, he heard, “Is something wrong, Liam?” Gale’s voice.


  “Yeah, I’ll tell you later.” To Pat, Liam added, “Aidan’s back.”


  Again Pat heard in the background, “C.J. hasn’t been in touch with her, either.”


  “Tell him to run upstairs and ask Ma and Pa. I’ll wait.”


  In few minutes, which crawled by, Liam told him their parents hadn’t talked to Brie in a couple of days.


  Pat’s heart sank like an anchor. “I hate to call Dylan now, to find out if she contacted them.”


  “You don’t have to,” Liam told him. “We were with them up until five. Dylan commented that it was odd they hadn’t heard from Brie.” Liam waited. “Have you called her parents?”


  “They’re next. I’m bracin’ myself for it.”


  “Surely they won’t blame you.”


  “I don’t ever know what they’ll do. But right now all I care about is finding Brie.”


  “Go ahead, then. Keep us posted.”


  From the background Aidan called, “Want us to come out?”


  “Tell Aidan no. You guys gotta keep the pub going.” He drew in a heavy breath. “I’m okay.”


  “You’re not, but we’ll stay here for as long as we have to.” Liam added, “Call right way when you hear from her.”


  “I will.” If he did.


  Pat had to look up the Paresis’ phone number. He waited for three rings, then, “Paresi residence.”


  “Joseph, this is Patrick.”


  “Has something happened to my daughter?” A father’s worry must have kicked in because the last time Pat called them was when Isabella was born.


  “We don’t know. She’s been out of contact all day. I was hopin’ you’d heard from her.”


  “I haven’t. Let me ask Mariana.”


  A fumbling. Muffled voices. “No, no, Pat, my wife hasn’t talked to her, either.”


  Pat’s response was a heavy sigh.


  “Tell me exactly what’s transpired.”


  When Pat finished the story, Joseph said, “What’s your next move?”


  “Sinead’s callin’ her friends, and I’ll phone work people. If none of them has heard from her, I’m going to the police station.”


  “All right. Keep us posted. If nothing comes of the first two, we’re driving down.”


  He clicked off and went into the den. Sinead sat at her desk. “I’m going through her address book. There’s two. One for friends and family. One for work.” He swallowed hard. “Dad, there’s no appointments on her calendar for today.”


  “I know, son.” He went behind the desk and put his hand on Sinead’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of work people and you go through the friends. Just tell them the truth. She hasn’t come home and we’re trying to get in touch with her, that she’s not answering her cell.”


  He phoned Annie and asked about Brie.


  “No, I haven’t heard from her in a couple of days. Do you really think something’s wrong?”


  “In my gut, I do. She’s never done anything like this before.”


  “It is unlike her. I’ll make some calls to employees and clients.”


  “Clients?”


  “See if any of them saw her today.”


  Pat swallowed hard. “There’s no record in her appointment book of her having clients today.”


  “That’s unusual, as we’ve been busy and she keeps meticulous records. I’ll get in touch with them all, just in case.”


  He and Sinead spent harrowing hours on the phone. Kathleen and Sean came in to ask where their mother was. Pat made up a story about him and Sinead canvassing some of the neighbors. They were too young to know about this yet.


  By midnight, they’d exhausted every avenue. He was getting pictures together to go to the police station while Sinead went downstairs to ask Irene what Brie was wearing this morning, when the front door opened. Brie?


  It wasn’t. Liam and Aidan walked into the house. Sinead had kept them up to date.


  They took turns with bear hugs, then Liam said, “Come on, Pat. It’s time to call in the authorities.”


  Twenty minutes later, all four O’Neil men walked into one of the three precincts in Rockaway. The sergeant at the desk recognized them not only because of Bailey’s notoriety but also because Pat had worked with them on community things. “Hey, guys, what’s going on?”


  Taking a breath, Pat braced himself. “I need to see the highest-ranking official on duty tonight.”



  “You got it.”


  In minutes, a captain he knew, Eric Lewis, came out. “Hey, there.” He scanned the four tense men in front of him. “What’s wrong?”


  “Brie’s missing. All day. We need some help.”


  “Of course.” Lewis studied Pat for a minute. “But I’m not sure we should be in charge of this.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Brie is the sister-in-law of the president of the United States. You should call him right away. He’ll send in the FBI.”


  Pat stumbled back and Liam grasped his shoulders. Brie’s connection to Bailey had never occurred to him as a reason for her missing. “Dear Lord in heaven.”


  Sinead moaned and Pat slid his arm around his son.


  “Hell,” Aidan said. “We were briefed by the Secret Service on safety, but I didn’t think of this possibility, either.”


  “I’m sorry,” the captain told them. “Come on into the back, and I’ll set you up in a room.”


  
    oOo

  


  Bailey heard the knock on their bedroom door and extricated herself from the spoon position she and Clay slept in. She sat up as Clay awakened, too. Since they’d come to live at the White House, they’d become light sleepers. “Ms. O’Neil, it’s Michaels.” Her agent for the night spoke from outside the room. “We need to talk to you.”


  Bailey bounded out of bed, threw on a robe and whipped open the door. “Are the kids all right?” Midnight interruptions had never happened to her, though Clay had been awakened for national emergencies.


  “The kids are fine. But we got a call from your brother Pat.”


  From behind her, Clay settled a hand on Bailey’s shoulder. If Pat was calling, it could be about Ma and Pa.


  “Tell us outright what he said, Kip.” Clay sounded concerned.


  “His wife, Brie, is missing. Since she’s your sister-in-law, sir, this could be politically motivated.”


  Bailey sank back into Clay.


  “How long has she been missing?” Clay asked.


  “All day and evening.”


  “Then something’s wrong. Brie is the most responsible person I know, especially where her family’s concerned.” She looked up at Clay. “I’m sure of it, Clay. Besides, Pat has gut feelings about the family that are usually right.”


  After they threw on some clothes, Bailey followed Clay to the West Wing. Outside the Oval Office, he said, “Call Pat, honey. Tell him I’m getting the FBI on it right away.”


  Worry settled inside of Bailey like a rock. Something had happened to Brie? She’d been in their lives forever. Once in her own office, Bailey phoned Pat. He picked up immediately. “Paddy, it’s Bailey.”


  “Thank God.” His voice was shaky—her stalwart, steady brother who took every knock from life in stride. “Brie’s missing and it isn’t good.”


  “We believe you. Clay’s calling in the FBI. His best people will be at your house within the hour.”


  “That’s good.”


  “Hang in there, Pat. We’ll find her. I swear.”


  “I’m still hopin’ she just shows up with a logical explanation. We had a bad fight yesterday, Bay.”


  “She’d never do this to you intentionally, no matter how upset she is. I know that in my bones.”


  “I want to believe it, too.”


  “Then do. If we don’t hear anything by morning, I’m coming home.”


  “Okay.”


  Bailey closed her eyes. If he agreed that easily to her making the trip, her big brother must be in bad shape.


  
    oOo

  


  Around two a.m., Liam, Aidan and Pat waited in their living room for the FBI to arrive. Patrick couldn’t believe this was happening. He just couldn’t believe it.


  “Did Sinead finally turn in?” Aidan asked.


  “No, he called Laurie. They’re up in his room right now. He needed somebody.”



  “I’m glad he has her.”


  Pat added, “The rest of the kids are asleep.”


  Headlights flooded the driveway and Pat stood. He strode to the door, opened it and stepped outside. Two men came up the walkway in their dark suits. Clay promised to send his best local agents. When they came into view, Pat’s whole body tensed.


  “Hello, Patrick.”


  Pat managed to eke out, “Carson.”


  Phillip Carson turned to his colleague. “Thomas, I need a word with Mr. O’Neil, alone.”


  “I’ll wait down the walk.”


  When the man moved away, Carson turned back to Pat. In the light from the lamppost, Pat noted the gravity on his face. “Before you object to me being here, listen to what I have to say. I’m head of the kidnapping division for the city. I’ve worked fifteen years of cases. I know what I’m doing. I’m sure I’m the last person you want to see, but I’m the best. And Brie deserves the best.”


  For a moment, Pat wanted to rage against this coincidence. But he pulled himself together. “You’re right. Let’s put everything aside and find my wife.”


  Carson called out, “Okay, Thomas, let’s go inside and get started.”


  When they walked into the house, Liam and Aidan greeted the agents. Pat had never told anyone about Carson and Brie, so that didn’t have to be dealt with.


  When they were seated, Thomas pulled out an iPad. Carson said to Pat, “I need a step-by-step of the entire day and evening.”


  Once again Pat launched into the story, piecing together things as he went along, wondering why he’d waited to call in the authorities.


  “And you’re sure it’s unusual that she didn’t contact anybody?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Who was the last person to see Brie?”


  “Our nanny.”


  “I’ll need to speak with her.”


  Aidan stood. “I’ll wake Irene.”


  “I’m sure she’s still up.” The woman loved Brie like a daughter.


  In minutes, Irene came into the room dressed in her day clothes. Pat introduced her.


  “Sit down, ma’am.” Carson addressed her. “Tell me what Mrs. O’Neil was wearing this morning when she left.”


  Liam held up a paper. “She already told us. I typed up a sheet on Brie. It lists her date of birth, contact information and a description of her clothing.”


  “Give me the rundown anyway, Mrs. Jensen. I might hear things most people wouldn’t think of as relevant.”


  “I remember what she had on because it was unusual. She was dressed in a blue jogging suit. Light cotton. Cropped pants.”


  “Zippered? Hoodie? What was on her feet?”


  “I thought she might be going to the gym, but she wore flip-flops and she always wears sneakers when she works out. Maybe she went to yoga class.”


  “We checked,” Pat told them. “She wasn’t at class.”


  “How did she seem when she left?”


  Irene glanced at Pat. “Not happy. And she looked exhausted. Like she hadn’t slept.”


  Carson turned to Pat. “Did she sleep?”


  Patrick shook his head. “I don’t know. I was out the night before.” At Carson’s raised eyebrows, Pat added, “My brother’s fiancé had a miscarriage, and he was out of town. I stayed at the hospital with her.”


  “Did you speak with Brie during that time?”


  “I tried to call her but her phone was off. Then everything happened so fast, then when I got around to it again, my battery was dead. I borrowed a nurse’s cell, but Brie didn’t answer.”


  Carson turned back to Irene. “Did she say anything about where she was going?”


  “No. And she always leaves an address. She seemed distracted.”


  Pat knew why. Because of their fight.


  “Does she have her cell with her?”


  “I called it,” Pat told them. “Several times. It didn’t ring anywhere in the house, so I assume she has it.”


  Turning to the other agent, Carson said crisply, “Get into our database. Request all of Mrs. O’Neil’s cell records and those of the house phone. Check credit card activity and bank statements, too.” He turned to Pat. “Meanwhile, Patrick, you go through her things. See if your suitcases are all here, if her passport is where it should be; find out if she has her credit cards with her. Also, is she on any medication?”


  “High blood pressure. And an inhaler for asthma.”


  “Check for those.”


  “Why?” Pat asked.


  “I know you think she wouldn’t intentionally disappear, but we have to cover those bases before we assume foul play.”


  Pat stood frozen to the ground.


  “Come on, Pat.” Liam stood. “I’ll help you go through her things.”


  As Patrick left the room, his mind whirled. Could it be possible that Brie had left him and their family?


  
    oOo

  


  July 8, 6 a.m.


  FBI report:


  Gabriella Paresi O’Neil


  Missing for twenty-four hours.


  No personal items were taken: all medication, passport, suitcases accounted for.


  No bank withdrawals in the above time frame.


  No credit card activity.


  No friend, family or coworker has heard from her.


  Recent clients contacted. None saw her or had appointments to do so. All expressed concern.


  Cell phone records show she received a call, but the trace indicates a burner phone.


  Conclusion: criminal investigation needed.


  
    oOo

  


  Finally it was a fait accompli. Finally he had her back. He watched her all day as she slept. He frowned. He regretted what he’d had to do to get her here, but in the end, it would all work out. She was what he needed, as she always had been.




  
    Chapter 11
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  Her eyes closed, Brie turned over and buried her head in the pillow. Intense pain shot through her skull and she moaned. Trying to calm her stomach, which had roiled with the movement, she stayed still. Once her body settled, she noticed the scent of the pillowcase. It was unfamiliar. She struggled to place it, but the intensity of thought only made her headache worse. After a bit, she opened her eyes. Blurry images surrounded her. From deep within, fear sprang up. The door opened.


  “Patrick?” she said in what came out as a gravelly voice.


  She couldn’t see him clearly, though, and waited for him to respond.


  
    oOo

  


  Sinead and Sean got up at eight. They were both supposed to help Brie today with heavy lifting at one of the houses. Pat watched them, his eyes gritty and his stomach churning. “Morning, guys.”


  His older son’s expression was bleak. He’d taken Laurie home about four a.m. and obviously hadn’t gotten much sleep. He poured himself coffee, a new thing for him. “Hi, Dad.”


  Sean grunted, went to the cupboard for cereal and the fridge for milk. Pat let him eat, and by the time he’d finished, Kathleen had come to the table. She had some food, too, then Pat said, “I need to talk to you three.”


  Sinead put his hand on Kathleen’s shoulders. She leaned into him.


  Sean scowled. He looked a lot like Brie, with lighter hair and eyes than his siblings. “This is about Mom, isn’t it? Why she wasn’t here when I went to bed last night.”


  “Uh-huh.” He cleared his throat. “She never made it home, and we’re worried that something happened to her.”


  His second son’s jaw dropped. “What? You said she just got held up, to go to bed and everything would be good in the morning.”


  “We weren’t sure if anything was wrong, and I didn’t want to upset you until we knew for sure.”


  Tears welled in Kathleen’s eyes. “Mommy’s not here?”


  “No, baby. That’s why we’re worried.”


  “Mommy’ll come home, I know.”


  “I agree. We have important people workin’ to find her. They’ll be here today, and probably some of our family will come out. You both need to know why.”


  “What people?” Sean asked. Now his tone was belligerent.



  “The FBI.”


  “I remember when Uncle Clay got to be president. Uncle Liam and Mom talked to us about kid--” He broke off as if he couldn’t say the words aloud. “Fuck.” Sean threw back his chair and bolted out of the room. Pat started to go after him, but Sinead held his arm. “I’ll go dad. He’s fourteen. He’s embarrassed for you to see him cry.”


  Kathleen burst into tears. Pat tugged her onto his lap, savoring the solid weight of her as she burrowed into him. He stroked her long dark hair. There wasn’t much else he could do.


  Eventually, Irene came down from Isabella’s room. Kathleen threw herself at the beloved nanny. “Shh, little one. Things will work out.”


  God, Pat hoped so.


  Around ten, his family arrived. Aidan and Liam had left at three this morning and brought their wives back with them. First Liam and Sophie, then Aidan and C.J and the baby, then—Pat was surprised—Dylan and Rachel. Overwhelmed by the support, Pat hugged Dylan first. “I didn’t want to make things worse for you.”


  “Thanks, but we’re here for you. Liam told us everything.” He nodded to the front of the house. “You have company?”


  “Yeah, the FBI put two officers here all night. To watch us, and in case we get”—he broke off and moisture welled in his eyes—“a ransom call.”


  Dylan hugged him tighter.


  Including them all in a glance, he said, “Who’s manning the pub?”


  “We closed it.” Aidan made the comment.


  “What? We never close.”


  “This time we did.”


  The rarity of shutting down Bailey’s made Pat feel worse, like this was a real tragedy.


  Rachel came to him with open arms. He started to say something to her about her situation and she whispered, “Shh. Not now.”


  For an hour, they all sat talking, then the doorbell rang. Patrick got up and flew to answer it.


  Mariana and Joseph Paresi stood on the stoop. For some reason, he thought ludicrously, they never walked right in like his family did. Their eyes were bloodshot and they looked older, too. He’d phoned both sets of parents continually throughout the night.


  “Patrick,” Mariana said after they stepped inside.


  Despite their estrangement, he hugged the woman. Brie would have wanted him to. He clapped Joseph on my back. “Come wait with the family.”


  His mother and father arrived next. Pa was red faced, and Ma’s eyes were bleak. “I’m so sorry, son.”


  “I know, Pa.”


  His ma, Mary Kate, held rosary beads. “We’re praying for her, boy.”


  They were going to need a lot more than prayers.


  Everyone settled into the living room, in the front of the house. Irene brought Isabella and she perched on Pat’s lap, cooing and smiling at her family, gathered like this was a party. She had no idea what could happen to their lives.


  An hour later, there was commotion outside. Pat went to the window and watched several black SUVs pull up in front of the house. The sight of his baby sister climbing out of the back of one, with her husband behind her, had Pat resting his forehead on the cold glass, battling back the tears.


  
    oOo

  


  Bailey and Clay were ushered inside by a band of Secret Service agents. All but two of them went back out, some in the pool area, some trying to be inconspicuous out front or sitting in parked vehicles. Bailey knew they’d cause a stir, but their presence couldn’t be hidden.


  Her heart clenched as she embraced Patrick. “This is awful, Paddy.”


  “I know, honey.”


  Clay’s face was ravaged, had been since he learned what had happened. “How are you holding up?”


  “I’m keepin’ it together.” He stepped back. “I’m surprised to see you both.”


  “Of course we’d come to support you.”


  Pat shrugged then glanced over at the two agents who’d followed them in; they were stone-faced. He nodded to them. Bailey knew Pat and Mitch Calloway had gotten close over the past years. Brie had always said he looked like George Clooney without the gray hair.


  Clay cleared his throat. “We came to show our support, and we also need to talk to you, Pat. And your parents and brothers.”


  Pat grabbed Clay’s coat sleeve. “Have you heard something?”


  “No, I’ll notify you immediately if I do. But I want to give you an update on what we’re doing, as well as discuss some other things.”


  Her brother sighed heavily. “Everybody’s in the living room.” Which was to the left of the foyer.


  “Kids, too?”


  “Kathleen and Isabella.”


  “Can you get them out for a while? I don’t want them to hear this yet. It’ll be better coming from you.”


  When they entered the room, Bailey went right to Kathleen and hugged her. Then she turned to Rachel. She hugged her tight.


  Rachel held her close. “I appreciated the calls.”


  She greeted Brie’s parents, kissed her ma and pa and hugged the rest of her family. Pat called Irene to get the little ones. Sinead and Sean were still upstairs.


  When the adults were alone, Clay dropped down into one of the chairs the agents had retrieved from the kitchen. Bailey stood behind him.


  Clay said, “We only know what you know, as of six a.m., but I’m being briefed hourly. We received a report on the way down here from Phillip Carson. I want to assure you the full force of the FBI is behind this investigation.”


  “We appreciate that,” Aidan said.


  “But we have to consider all possibilities,” Clay continued. “And one is she was taken because of me.”


  Joseph grabbed his wife’s hand. “We thought of that, but why Brie?”


  “Maybe accessibility.”


  Dylan asked, “You really think it’s political?”


  “I don’t know. But we have to prepare for that eventuality.”


  “What does that mean?” Pa asked.


  “First, the FBI will set up in the house, in case you receive a call—either a demand for me or a ransom for Brie. Second, each member of our family will be assigned a Secret Service agent to stay with you at all times until this is over, and maybe afterward, depending on the outcome.”


  “I want the coverage.” Dylan looked at Rachel, whose face was drawn. “We don’t need any more bad luck.”


  “No,” she agreed. “We don’t.”


  Bailey crossed to Pat and sat down next to him, took his hand. “If this is because of us, I’m so sorry, Paddy.”


  Pa straightened. “It’s not anybody’s fault but the people who took her.”


  Bailey looked at Pa. “Thanks.”


  But the Paresis got up and walked out of the room.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie awoke with a start. Her arm stung. She struggled to turn over, to see where she was, but she couldn’t move. She heard a voice. A man’s voice. “There, there,” he said. “Just a little something for you to relax again. For a while longer. Then we can have a meal together. It’s been so long. So, so long.”


  “Patrick,” she mumbled. “I want Patrick.”


  “No, I’m sorry that’s not possible. That will never be possible again.”


  
    oOo

  


  At noon, C.J. and Sophie convinced the kids to go in the pool with them. Sinead, still trying to help, went along and said he’d play their favorite games. It was blistering hot outside, but the air cooled the house. Clay holed up in the den to make some calls. The FBI had set up phone monitoring on Brie’s desk. Ma and Pa went upstairs to rest in Sinead’s room, because it had the biggest bed, and the Paresis had gone outside to the front porch. His brothers and sister settled on the sunroom. Pat came back from the kitchen with his umpteenth cup of coffee. “Everybody’s scattered.”


  “Not us.” Bailey patted the couch next to her. “Come sit here with me.”


  Pat dropped down by Bailey.


  "Clay’s trying to decide if he should stay in town.”


  “He can go back. He’s got a country to run.”


  “It isn’t that. Lindsay McMann is a great vice president and will handle day-to-day stuff. Clay can Skype into any meeting he’s needed at. But we’re worried about the press. My presence could be seen as a visit, that I want to be with my family, but it’ll look odd for Clay to be taking time off so soon after assuming office.” She sighed. “And you’ve gone to the police. It’s only a matter of time until someone lets that slip, and reporters will descend on us.”


  Rachel leaned forward. She seemed small and vulnerable, Pat thought, in contrast to her former strength and stamina. “If this goes on much longer, something will get out. The agents hovering around here. The pub closing.”


  Returning to the living room in time to hear her comment, Clay jammed his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “That’s what the FBI director just said on the phone. It’s going to be hard to keep Brie’s disappearance quiet.”


  “Would it hurt or help us if the public knew?” Aidan asked.


  “I don’t know as though we have a choice. It’s going to get out any time now.” He turned to Rachel. “I know you’re recovering from an ordeal a few days ago, Rachel, but my press secretary thinks you should cover the story, if it comes to that.”


  Dylan grasped her hand. “The family will be hounded.”


  “Maybe not as badly if Rachel asks for her colleagues’ cooperation. In any case, giving a statement first is bound to dilute some of the press’s hysteria.”


  “How long do we wait?” Rachel asked.


  “The director said a couple more hours.”


  “Are you going back to D.C.?” This from Dylan.


  “I can work from here if the latest crisis in Turkey calms down.”


  Bailey sighed. “Are we done? I want to go out to the pool.”


  Pat saw Mitch roll his eyes. “Ms. O’Neil, I…”


  “…wish I wouldn’t. I know. But I need some air. You already got guys out there, and an eight-foot fence surrounds the area.”


  She stood and so did Clay. He asked, “Pat, mind if I use your office for a bit longer?”


  “Consider it yours as long as you’re here. Close the door so you won’t be disturbed.”


  When Clay and Bailey left, Dylan stretched out in the lounger. Patrick went to sit next to Rachel on the adjacent couch. She took his hand but said nothing.


  “You should be resting.”


  Nodding to her casual pants and shirt, she said, “I am. I want to be here.” She squeezed his hand. “Besides, I’ve been sleeping for almost forty-eight hours.”


  “How you doin’ about all that?” he asked quietly.


  “Still sad, of course. But better, now that Dylan’s here.”


  “I wasn’t good enough for you, lass?” He tried to joke, but his tone fell flat.


  Her face was grave. “I’ll never in my life forget what you did for me, Patrick. Never. So don’t worry about me. Concentrate on your wife. And let me help, if need be.”


  Blowing out a heavy breath, he whispered, “I’m still recoverin’ from telling the kids.”


  “I’m sure you were wonderful with them.”


  “Thanks.” He stood again—he couldn’t sit still. “Stretch out. Close your eyes. I’m gonna go take a shower.”


  “All right.” After she lay down, he draped a light throw over her.


  “You should rest, too.” This from Aidan, who put his feet up on the table and linked his hands behind his head.


  “Maybe I will.”


  But he’d told a lie. He wouldn’t rest until Brie was found.


  Upstairs, Pat shut the bedroom door, leaned against it and moaned. The space smelled like her. Lotion. A hint of perfume. And the essence that was his wife. He crossed to the vanity in the bedroom and picked up a hairbrush. Dark red strands clung to the plastic. Pat had kept it at bay all night long, but now he remembered how mad he’d been two nights ago when he was in this room with her. What if that was the last time they’d be together?


  No, no, he wouldn’t think that way. Instead he lay down on her side of the bed. The pillow smelled like her. When he started to picture her being taken, and God only knew what was happening to her, he said aloud, “Think of something pleasant.”


  So, in his head, he replayed the first time he saw Gabriella Paresi. He’d had no idea where the chance encounter would lead…


  He’d been twenty-six and fairly full of himself, probably because the group at the end of the bar…college girls…were flirting with him. All but one. Wouldn’t you know, it was the redhead who ignored his Irish charm? She sat off to the side, watching the baseball game on TV, sipping coffee. They’d all eaten here earlier.


  He made his way down to her and braced his hands on the edge of the bar. “You a Yankee fan?” he asked.


  Her hazel eyes held mischief. “Is there any other kind?”


  “Not for me. We’re big supporters of the Bronx Bombers.”


  Her phone rang, and when she moved her head, her hair swirled with her. Up close, he could see it was thick and straight, down to her waist, just begging for a man’s hands.


  “Hello.” A pause. “Hi, Pete. Where are you?”


  Shit. She had guy. Of course she had a guy!


  When she clicked off, he asked, “Your beau?”


  “What a quaint word.”


  “That’s me. Old school to my roots.”


  “Are you? Why?”


  “Because I believe in the values of a previous time. I’m afraid I’m outta step with your younger crowd.”


  “Yeah, you’re ancient.”


  “In some ways.”


  Her eyes twinkled with mischief. It turned him on. “Tell you what. Get some paper. You write down the five most important things in life and I will, too. We’ll see how backward you are.”


  “You’re on, lass.”


  “Lass?”


  “I’m Irish, me girl.”



  “I like the Gaelic lilt in your voice and how you clip your endings.”


  He exaggerated both. “Am I doin’ that, leanbh?”


  Her laugh was low and sexy. He retrieved paper; they both scribbled on theirs. “Okay, you go first,” she insisted.


  He’d written down: family, hard work, loyalty, trustworthiness and an optimistic outlook, the latter not being a constant struggle for him like it would become in the future.


  Family, education, trustworthiness, success in a job and hope topped hers.


  She gave him a sexy grin. “Not too different.”


  “Different enough.” He winked at her. “But it would keep things interesting.”


  The boyfriend showed up, and Pat regretted that. She stayed on his mind until the next night, when she entered the bar alone—no girlfriends and no guy…


  Now, in the confines of the bedroom that had become theirs, he scrubbed at wetness on his cheeks. The memory of their first meeting had made him let loose some. If he knew then what he knew now… Hell, he would have pursued her anyway. Because the minute he’d laid eyes on Gabriella Paresi, he’d been smitten.


  
    oOo

  


  After Pat went upstairs, while the others rested, Liam paced the living room. Pretty soon, he’d have to call his boys and tell them what was happening. No, he’d have to do it in person. Luckily, they both had started summer camps—baseball for Cleary and an art camp for Mike—so they’d be busy all day. Liam was thinking about going outside to the pool to swim with Bailey when he caught sight of a commotion on the front lawn.


  Shit, the press was starting to gather outside. Three trucks had arrived. The FBI had made them stay off the property, so they were across the street. Just then, a car had tried to pull in the driveway, but the Secret Service blocked it. He recognized the vehicle, so he went to the door. The agent assigned to him, Ian Black, stopped him. “Mr. O’Neil, you need to stay inside the family compound for a while. Reporters are here.”


  “Yeah, but I know the people in the car that your agents are dealing with.”


  “No one is allowed in the house.”


  “Then let me go to them. You can stay right beside me.”


  Outside, the sun was bright, and Liam thought it shouldn’t be so nice today. It shouldn’t have the rich scents of flowers and grass. When they reached the car, Gale Sullivan got out one side and Jamie Ralston exited from the other. Jamie, usually happy, wore a somber expression. Gale seemed downright panicky.


  “We don’t know what’s going on,” Jamie said, “but something is. We brought you guys food.”


  Liam thought ludicrously that Bailey and Clay couldn’t eat food prepared by anyone but the White House staff or overseen by the Secret Service.


  Gale circled the trunk. “You closed the pub. You’re all out here, with an army of agents.” He pointed across the street. “And there’s press. What’s wrong?”


  “It’s a family matter.” Agent Black spoke before Liam could.


  “Why is the Secret Service here?” Jamie’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow, is the president inside? The First Lady?”


  “We can’t disclose that, ma’am. And we’ll have to ask you to leave the premises immediately.”


  Liam tried to smile. “Everything is fine.”


  Gale gripped his arm, his wild-eyed look alarming Liam. “I don’t think everything’s fine. Is she hurt?”


  “Who?”


  “Brie. Yesterday, I was at the pub when you called everybody to find out if they’d heard from her. Has something happened to her?”


  “Gale, calm down.”


  His grip tightened. “Has she been found?”


  Glancing at the agent, Liam felt like he didn’t have any choice but to tell them the truth. He’d totally forgotten Gale knew they’d been looking for Brie. After he informed Agent Black, the guy nodded. “All right, come around back, both of you, and they’ll fill you in.”


  Bothered by Gale’s exaggerated worry, Liam followed the group, hoping the guy calmed down before Patrick got up.


  
    oOo

  


  The next time Brie awoke, she was no longer in bed. She was seated in a chair, looking out at a garden that was bathed in sunlight; the brightness made her head hurt more. Glancing down, she didn’t recognize the clothes she wore. She scanned the rest of her surroundings. Oh, my God.




  
    Chapter 12
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  Around mid-day, the press secretary from the White House called Clay to tell him that at her daily briefing, reporters had asked about him, questioning where he was during this latest crisis in Turkey. They wanted to know if his absence had anything to do with his family. They’d heard rumors about his sister-in-law. Liam said Gale and Jamie knew and were worried, plus Pat called everybody Brie knew to look for her, so the situation could have been leaked in many ways. Brie’s disappearance had to be dealt with.


  So, at two, Dylan and Rachel, with a Secret Service agent in tow, entered the NSNBC studio, where Rachel would tape a short segment on the president’s sister-in-law. Since she’d been off work because of the miscarriage—Dylan still couldn’t believe that had happened—her segment would run as a cut-in and could be used for all programs, not just hers. She hadn’t seen or talked to anyone from work, either—Dylan had called her producer about the miscarriage—so visiting the station was going to be emotional.


  Her producer, Crane Jacobson, approached them. His somber face and the concern in his eyes were fitting. He didn’t say anything, just hugged Rachel. Then he whispered in her ear but Dylan couldn’t make out the message.


  “Thanks.” Rachel barely got the word out. Dylan knew that she was holding it together for Pat, and he’d never admired her more. She’d grieved for not even forty-eight hours, then her feelings had to be put on hold.


  “We’ll make this quick,” she told her boss. “Did you get the copy?” Clay’s team wanted to write her words. She’d been warned not to go off script.


  “Yes. It’s on the teleprompter, exactly as they wrote it. They were insistent to the point of checking the prompter itself.”


  “They’re all worried.”



  “I would be, too. It must be awful.” Crane seemed to notice Dylan then. “Hey, Dylan. Sorry about your sister-in-law. But the statement is a good idea. There’s been rumblings over the internet all day about the president being here.”


  “The news was already starting to get out, and the FBI thought this would be the best course. Maybe even help.”


  Often in kidnappings, somebody saw something, but they might not even know it. People don’t just disappear without a trace. At least Dylan hoped so. How long could Pat bear this nightmare?


  He watched Rachel mic up, fluff her hair and circle around the desk. Her skin was still pale, but the makeup she’d put on helped. She sat with the NSNBC logo behind her. Tipping her chin in the way she had when she was determined, she did a sound check.



  The tape began to role. Breaking News appeared in big red letters. Then the screen switched to her.


  “Good evening, I’m Rachel Scott, here with some breaking news. As you know, I’m close to the O’Neil family, which now includes President Wainwright. The White House has asked me to inform the public of a situation that requires your help, and the help of my colleagues. It’s been determined the president’s sister-in-law has been missing for nearly thirty-six hours.”


  A picture of Brie came on screen, and Dylan gasped at the sight of her. In a photo Aidan had taken, she was laughing. Her eyes sparkled, and her smile was broad. “Gabriella O’Neil is thirty-nine years old, with auburn hair and hazel eyes. She’s five foot eight, medium build. Last seen, she was wearing a blue sweat suit and flip-flops.”


  Her picture faded, and another came on. “This is the car she’s believed to be driving.”


  Brie’s blue Volvo was shown and described and the license plate number given.


  The screen shifted back to Rachel. “If anyone has any information, phone lines have been set up for you to alert the FBI.”


  Numbers appeared at the bottom of the set.


  “I urge anyone to call who might be able to help us, but please don’t clog the lines if you don’t have potentially valuable information. And I ask my fellow news reporters to help with locating Ms. O’Neil and also to respect the O’Neils’s privacy.” She cleared her throat. “Please don’t descend on the family in this very difficult time for us.”


  Us . Dylan liked the sound of that.


  Rachel signed off, stood and removed her mic. Then she walked to Dylan and fell into his arms like a rag doll.


  He held her close. “You were wonderful.” He brushed down her hair. “Especially since I know how much you’re hurting.”


  “I am. I still can’t believe it…” Her voice broke, and her hand went to her stomach. “You know…”


  “I know, leanbh. I know. Me, too. But we have to help out now. We can mourn later.”


  “I will help. But hold me a little longer.”


  “Always.”


  
    oOo

  


  Light-headed, and weak, Brie nonetheless knew she was in trouble. Dr. Jonathan Forbes sat across from her in his usual spot at the table by the window in the parlor, pouring tea. She’d been down here earlier, but once she recognized him, she’d fainted. Then slept. Now, though her head was fuzzy and sometimes her vision blurred, her focus had adjusted enough so she could see he was dressed in an old-fashioned suit with wide lapels and a bow tie at his collar. He sat more upright, seemed less frail than he ever had in the many times she’d worked out here at his house. The scent of citrus filled her nostrils.


  “Are you feeling better, my dear? You were faint earlier.”


  A thought came to her. Before Bailey had become the First Lady, the Secret Service had given all of the O’Neils training in what to do if a kidnapping occurred. The hardest part had been educating the kids, but she and Liam had worked together. They were candid and went over the rules several times. Consequently, Brie could recall them, too.


  Retain a sense of pride, but act cooperative.


  So she lifted her chin as much as she was able. “Actually, I feel a bit under the weather.” Her voice was rusty, as if she hadn’t used it in a long time. It made her wonder how long she’d been here.


  “That’s because we’ve had to sedate you.”


  We?


  He added, “You seemed so weary yesterday.”


  Try to keep track of the passage of time. And note details of your surroundings.


  Okay, she’d come out here because Jonathan had called and begged her to visit. He’d said that was yesterday. Glancing out the window, she saw the sun was dimmer now, so it must be nearing nightfall.


  “I was weary.”


  He nodded to her tea. “Drink up. You’ll feel better, and we can have a nice chat.”


  Don’t antagonize your captors.


  “Of course.” The drink could be drugged, but they’d already done that to her through needles; being amenable would work best. Gingerly, she sipped her tea. The orange flavor wasn’t to her taste, but she’d heard this kind mentioned lately. When?


  “What would you like for dinner?”


  Know your captors. Try to establish a rapport with them.


  She had to clear her throat. “Whatever you choose, Jonathan.”


  He slid his hand across the table and took hers in his. His skin was parchment-like, white, heavily veined. The way he touched her—intimately—made her want to cringe, but she held back the response.


  “I love the way you say my name, Francesca.”


  Francesca?


  Brie’s heartbeat sped up. She could feel emotion rise in her chest and longed to scream it out.


  Most of all, keep your head and don’t panic.


  Suddenly, she thought of Pat and her children. The images gave her strength. So she slowed her breathing and said simply, “You are a dear.”


  
    oOo

  


  Patrick, Clay, Bailey and Sinead watched Rachel’s report on the big screen TV in the family room.


  “Thatta girl.” Clay had come to the edge of his seat as she gave their carefully crafted message. “It’s just what we need.”


  Despite the situation, Bailey snorted. “I never thought I’d hear those words come out of your mouth about Rachel.”


  Her husband chuckled.


  When Bailey switched off the TV, Clay stood. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave tonight. My meetings on Turkey start in the morning.”


  “That’s okay, Clay.” Pat rose, too. “I appreciate you bein’ here at all.”


  Clay glanced around. “Where are the kids?”


  “Uncle Dylan is having Sean stay overnight, and Uncle Liam took Kathleen.”


  “Isabella’s here, with Irene.” Pat sighed heavily. “She’s been crying for mommy and seein’ me helps.”


  “Say good-bye to them all for me.” Clay crossed to Pat, gave him a bear hug, clapped him on the back. “Hang in there, buddy.”


  Bailey walked Clay to the door, where Jerry Grayson waited for him. Clay’s personal agent stepped outside.


  Looping her arms around Clay’s neck, Bailey leaned in close. “I’ll miss you. But thanks for being here. You give me strength.”


  His face was troubled. “I’m not here enough for you.” He gestured to the family room. “I want to stay.”


  “I know you do.”


  His arms loose at her waist, he added, “We don’t have as much time as we think we do, love. Brie could…”


  Bailey put her fingers to his lips. “Don’t say it.”


  “All right. Just know I love you.”


  After Clay left, Bailey came back into the living room. “Anybody hungry?”


  “I’m not.” This from Sinead. “I ate the food Gale and Jamie brought. Dad barely touched his.”


  “You should eat, Paddy.”


  Pat ran his hand through his hair and shook his head.


  Sinead said, “You’re exhausted, Dad. Why don’t you try to sleep?”


  “I can’t. Not with mom out there somewhere.”



  Bailey grasped his hand. “Come on, we’re going upstairs. I’ll lie down on the bed with you, like you’ve done with me so many times in my life.”


  He had to grin at his sister, whom he’d corralled more than once to rest by staying with her. “All right.”


  Sinead rose, too. “Is it okay if Laurie comes over, Dad? We won’t disturb you.”


  “Go ahead, son. You need somebody to talk to.” Pat almost asked about him turning to Laurie, but he didn’t have the stamina to discuss his son’s life right now.


  With Pat’s arm around Bailey, they headed upstairs. Both kicked off their shoes and lay on the bed he shared with Brie. “Where is she, Bay? Is she scared? Is she hurt?”


  Lying in the crook of her brother’s arm, Bailey said, “I don’t know, Paddy. But you have to have faith in the government. And in Brie. She’ll take care of herself.”


  Pat closed his eyes and let out a heavy breath. “We had a fight. Then Dylan called me to help with Rachel, and I was at the hospital all night. By the time I got home the next morning, she was gone. What if that was the last time…?”


  Bailey came up on her elbows and braced herself on his chest. “Remember when Clay was abducted in Zanganesia? You lay on the bed in our townhouse with me and told me that we can’t think negatively. That we have to stay strong.”


  “Well, I guess we’ve had practice at that.”


  “Clay got out alive, Paddy.”


  “Yeah, I guess.” He closed his eyes. “Say some prayers, honey.”


  “I will.”


  
    oOo

  


  Sinead met Laurie at the front door, told the FBI that she was approved to visit. When she got inside, he hugged her. She held on tight, which gave him some stability. He’d been shaky all day. “I’m so glad you’re here.”


  “I’ll be here as much as you want.”


  “I know.” He drew her inside and up the stairs. In his room, they lay in the dim light on the bed.


  “I’m so sorry she’s still missing, Sinead.”


  Staring up at the ceiling fan his dad had installed, he whispered, “I can’t believe it. My mom! I love her so much. But I’ve taken her for granted.”


  “We all take our moms for granted. Let that be a lesson to us—when Brie gets home, and for my mother, who drives me nuts sometimes, too.”


  “What if she doesn’t come back?” Tears welled behind his eyelids. “My father’ll never be the same again. Isabella will grow up without her. I’m not sure my family can handle that.”



  Laurie sat up and took his hand. “You shouldn’t think that she might not return, but Sinead, if something did happen to her, you all would make it. Your family has a support system in each other like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”


  A few tears rolled down his cheeks. He choked on them. “I feel so bad I almost can’t stand it.”


  Laurie watched him, then she slid off the mattress, crossed to the door—and locked it. When she came back to the bed, she stood beside him and unbuttoned her white blouse.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “I’m going to make you feel better.”


  “No, not now.”


  “Yes, Sinead, now.” Bending over, she kissed him like crazy.


  
    oOo

  


  It was twilight when Jonathan’s nephew, Harlan Smith, walked into the parlor. Brie felt a sense of relief so acute she could barely breathe. “Thank God, Harlan. You’re here.”


  He gazed down at her with an odd expression in his brown eyes. “Of course, Francesca, where else would I be?"


  It was then that she noted he was carrying a tray with dinner for two. What the hell?


  “Thank you for the meal, Harlan.”


  Harlan’s mouth formed a crooked smile, which was creepy. “Glad to be here.” He addressed Brie. “Especially now that we have you with us again.”


  Brie sat in stunned silence. There were two of them. Any hope she’d harbored about getting away from an old man like Jonathan was dashed by the big, healthy man who was in on this perverted charade with him. But why?


  When Jonathan nodded to him, Harlan turned and left.


  “You must eat, dear,” Jonathan told her. “Or you’ll need an IV tube.”


  She forced herself to calm, to take slow bites until her food was half gone. She drank the tea and some water.


  When Jonathan finished his meal, he set his napkin carefully on the table. “Time to retire, Francesca.”


  Without being summoned, Harlan returned and led her upstairs, just behind Jonathan’s wheelchair on the lift. At the end of the second floor corridor, they stopped at her suite.


  “After you, my dear.”


  Brie went inside the room.


  Harlan entered, too, strode to a dresser and pulled out a fancy nightgown. “Change, Francesca.”


  She absconded into the bathroom, shut the door fast and stared at herself in the mirror. Her hair was askew, her face unnaturally pink and her eyes panicky. “What can I do?” she whispered to her reflection.


  Plan on a lengthy stay.


  She took a deep breath. Let it out slowly. All right, she’d plan on that.


  Maintain your strength. Eat even if you’re not hungry. When alone, exercise as much as possible.


  Yes, yes, that would be the plan tonight.


  A loud knock sounded on the door. “Francesca, are you all right in there? Do I need to come and help you change?” Harlan’s voice came through the wood, strong, sure, demanding.


  And suddenly Brie realized there might be more danger here than she thought. Could Harlan possibly… Was this all his idea? And who had put her in this fancy dress when she was unconscious?


  She said as evenly as she could, “No need to come in. I’m ready.”


  Wearing a lace-and-satin gown that belonged to a dead woman, Brie stepped out into the bedroom. A small light was on in the corner, but it flickered a few times. Harlan nodded his approval, and Jonathan motioned to the bed. “Climb inside, dear. You need your sleep.”


  She noticed the syringes on the night table. This was the first thing she had to stop. Once under the satiny covers, she grasped Jonathan’s hand. “Please, my arm is so sore. Can you not do this tonight? I promise I’ll stay in bed. Sleep till morning.”


  His eyes were glazed as he picked up the syringe and pumped some liquid out of it. “Perhaps, if you’re very, very good, we won’t have to use this again.”


  The needle pierced her skin. She gave a little gasp.


  “Shh,” Jonathan said and leaned over to kiss her on the forehead.


  She closed her eyes in revulsion. Then felt another kiss, this time on her lips. The scent of alcohol filled her head.


  When the drug started to take effect, Brie’s last thought was she was never going to get out of this situation.


  
    oOo

  


  Patrick awakened to a dark room. His vision adjusted and he saw his sister, sleeping on her side, next to him. He remembered she’d forced him to lie down with her. He glanced at the clock. Three a.m. He’d slept for hours.


  While who knew what was happening to Brie. A lump the size of a golf ball lodged in his throat.


  He slid quietly out of bed and made his way to Isabella’s nursery. Her door was ajar, so he stepped inside and found Irene sleeping on the spare bed. At the crib, he watched his daughter breathing softly, her curls sweaty around her head. He brushed them back and left the room.


  In the now silent house, Pat went downstairs. He noticed through the front windows that agents were visible across the front, and Laurie’s car was still in the driveway. Huh.


  He headed through the porch doors. More Secret Service were stationed in the outer perimeter and at the gates of the fence, so he was basically alone inside the pool area. Once again, he snagged a forbidden cigarette, lit it and sat back in a lounger. The air was still warm, and moonlight glistened off the pool. Usually, the setting out here calmed him, but tonight he was tortured by what Brie might be going through. He had to get his mind off of those scenarios, so he thought of another, a long time ago…


  Nearly a year after Sinead was born, Pat had shown up at Brie’s apartment at ten in the morning to get the boy for Pat’s two days with him. Lately, he’d hated coming here and was planning to make other arrangements to pick up Sinead. He could barely stand to be in Brie’s presence when her rejection still crippled him. Maybe Bailey and his brothers could bring his child to him.


  She answered the knock right away. God, she looked good, dressed in one of those silky, skimpy, strapped things and navy shorts. Her hair was a reddish cloak around her bare shoulders and arms. He wished like hell he could stop his immediate gravitation toward her.


  “Hi.” She said the word simply, but there was something in her voice, something different. And her eyes were red. Had she been crying? Damn it, who the hell cared, anyway?


  “Hi.” Pat’s voice was cut-glass cold. “Is he ready?”


  “No, he’s asleep.”


  “At ten in the morning?”



  “I put him back down. He was up all night.”


  His hand tightened on the doorjamb. “Is he sick?”


  “No, I was prowling around and woke him.”


  He glanced into her small apartment. It was tidy, with only a few toys on the floor. “I don’t want to stay here and wait till he wakes up. I’ll take him now, and he can go back to sleep in the car.” He glared at her. “You have class anyway.”


  When he stepped inside, she blocked his way to the nursery, which was more the size of a closet. “Not yet. I put him down on purpose so we could talk.”


  His first thought was she’d found somebody else. She was going to tell him she was involved with another man. He was poleaxed to the point of immobility. In his mind, he saw his whole life going down the tubes.


  “Sit down, Patrick.”


  His mind whirling, he sat.


  Biting her lip, she took a spot on the couch next to him and curled her legs under her. “I’ve been thinking about us.” He waited. “I know I hurt you badly by not marrying you when I found out I was pregnant.”


  “Spit out what you have to say, Brie. I don’t want to walk down memory lane with you again. It hurts too much.”


  Tentatively, she leaned over the cushion that separated them and grasped his hand. “I’m so sorry I hurt you, but this was something I had to do.”


  “Had?”


  She nodded.


  He gripped her fingers. “What are you sayin’?”


  “That I’m tired of the way I’m living. I miss you so much.”


  His mouth opened, but nothing came out.


  “I’ve had my fill of independence. I want…I want to marry you now, Patrick.”


  For a moment he felt nothing. Then anger sparked and shot through him like a wildfire. “You want to marry me,” he said silkily.


  “Yes. Right away.”


  “Because you’re tired of living the life of a single mom.”


  “No, I’m tired of living without you. I want us to be together. You, me and Sinead.”


  “Hmm.” His gaze on her hardened. “For how long?”


  “Always. Forever.”


  He shook his head. “You got gall, girl.”


  Her chin came up. “What do you mean?”


  “Do you honestly think, after you smashed my heart into a million pieces, that you can crook your finger and I’ll come running?”


  “It’s not like that.”


  “Yeah?” His voice rose. “It sure seems that way to me.”


  Coming up on her knees, she inched over to him, so she was practically in his face. “I needed time. I’m only twenty, Pat. I’ve always loved you, but I needed some space.” She put her hand on his chest and rubbed it through his T-shirt. “I miss us together.” Leaning in close, she whispered, “I’ve never been with another man but you. Not this whole year.”


  The same wasn’t true for him. Still… “No, you’ve done too much damage.”


  “I don’t believe that.”


  Just then a cry came out from the nursery. Pat was glad. He eased her away and stood. “I won’t be seduced by you, Brie. I’m not accepting your proposal.” With that, he turned and walked out of the room.


  By nighttime, he was obsessed with what had happened, running it through his mind over and over. He couldn’t think straight. He poured the wrong kind of liquor into two drinks. And he barked at Dylan, who was working, too. Dylan barked back, just as Brie came through the door. She wore the skimpy outfit she’d had on that morning. And every male head in the place turned. Pat had the absurd urge to punch them all out.


  She crossed to the bar, sat and waited for him to come to her. He’d ask Dylan to wait on her, but his brother was mad at him. He sauntered down the space between them. “What do you want, darlin’?”


  “I’ll have a Coke.”



  He poured her one. When he brought it back, she said, “I love the way those black jeans fit your ass.”


  “Don’t, Brie.”


  “Don’t what? Tell you how attracted I am to you? How much I want to be with you physically again?”


  Just her words made him hard. Fuck it! He turned away and tried to ignore her, but when she got up and went to the jukebox, he couldn’t take his gaze off her ass. She played “I Will Always Love You,” by Dolly Parton. Their song. Goddamn her.


  The same thing happened the next night. She came in sassy as hell and sat in the same spot, drank the same Coke and played the same song.


  He was ready for her on the third night. She walked through the door in a pink two-piece thing that made him drool. In her seat, though, was another woman who Pat had dated before, who’d come to the bar at his request. Pat had been talking to her, and when Brie reached them, he gave her a sarcastic smile. “Brie, this is my friend Sandra. Sandra, Brie.”


  The woman watched Brie. “Nice to meet you.”


  Brie just nodded, and he knew she was unable to speak. From hurt? He thought she’d leave, defeated, but instead she sat down the bar a ways, sipped her Coke and watched him flirt with Sandra all night long. At nine, Pat got a phone call and went into the office to take it. A vendor had screwed up an order, but Pat couldn’t concentrate on the problem, so he was in an even worse mood when he hung up. Before he could leave, Brie entered the office and leaned against the door after she closed it.


  “You don’t care about her. I can tell.”


  “She’s really good in the sack. Better than you.”


  “Since you taught me all I know, you should be ashamed of yourself, then.”


  “Damn it, Brie.”


  She stayed there, watching him with hazel eyes he wanted to get lost in. God, he was mad at her. He wanted to hurt her.


  But he also wanted to love and cherish her so much she’d never leave him again. Against his conscious will, he stalked to her, hefted her up against the wood and took her mouth. It was a savage kiss, one she returned. Her hands fumbled at his jeans, and he tore the shorts and panties off her. Then she banded her legs around him. He was inside her in seconds, and it didn’t take either one of them long to come in a climax so strong, neither could stand afterward without the help of the door.


  He met his sweaty forehead with hers.


  “Please, Pat, take me back.”


  “I…I don’t know if I can ever forgive you, Brie.”


  “I don’t care.” She was kissing him again. “Just marry me. We’ll work it out.”


  Three days later they eloped…


  In the light from the moon, Pat stubbed out his cigarette and stood. There was nothing to do but wait, something he wasn’t very good at. His recollection of how they’d gotten together made him long for one more chance with her, like that one.




  
    Chapter 13
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  Arms slid beneath Brie, and she was lifted up. Someone with a hard chest cradled her close. Patrick. But he smelled differently, and there was alcohol mixed in the scent. She awoke slowly and slitted her eyes. Harlan came into focus. Her whole body stiffened.


  “Shh,” he said. “We need to move you temporarily.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Our cleaning crew is coming today. We want you to be able to rest while they’re here.”


  “I’d rather…”


  But he wasn’t listening. They left the room, walked down the corridor and up some steps. The scents changed. Dust. Mold. A door creaked open.



  “Here you go, now.” She was set on another mattress that wasn’t as fresh smelling as the other.


  “Why am I up here? I could go down to the parlor when the crew comes to clean the room I’ve been sleeping in. It’s suffocating in here.”


  Harlan ran a finger down her cheek. The gesture made her shiver despite the temperature. “You didn’t mind in the past. You love the heat.”


  Brie looked around. Her vision still blurry, she could make out the bed where she lay, a chair, night table and windows that were odd. “I’ve been here before?”


  “Yes, of course. When you were bad. Don’t you remember?”


  “Bad?” A rush of adrenaline cleared her head. “How was I bad?”


  He grinned at her. “When you were uncooperative.”


  “But I’ve been cooperative.”


  “Don’t be tedious, Francesca. Your stay up here is only for a few hours. If you do as I say.”


  Again she shivered.


  From the nightstand, he picked up a syringe.


  “No, please, not again. I just woke up.”


  “Just until they’re gone. Then you can come to the parlor.”


  Smiling, Harlan leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Sleep, now.”


  Closing her eyes as the needle entered her arm, she prayed for strength. Then she heard his footsteps on the bare wood floor, the door open and shut, the loud snick of the lock, imprisoning her. Her eyes flew open and she struggled to sit up. But she was woozy.


  Not too woozy, though, to see the bars on the windows. Through them, the sun was coming up. Another day of this? Bereft, Brie sank down onto the bed. Soon, unconsciousness claimed her.


  
    oOo

  


  Dylan made coffee before dawn at Patrick’s house and waited as the strong scent filled the kitchen. He’d arrived early, and since none of his family was awake, the Secret Service had let him inside. A half hour later, he was sipping the brew at the breakfast table when Pat came down.


  “Hey, buddy,” he said neutrally.


  “Dyl? What are you doing here at this hour?”


  “I wanted to see you before I went to work at CitySights.” He got up and poured Pat a mugful of coffee. “Did you sleep at all?”


  “Yeah, some.” When they were both seated, Pat asked, “Should you be here? Or going to work? Because of Rachel?”


  “Yes, to both. I need to get a column done for the website, even though I’m working very part-time there. And Rachel’s spending the day with her sister and mother.”


  “How is she?”


  Dylan shook his head. “She’s amazing. I thought she’d wallow in the loss, which is what I feel like doing, but instead she’s pulling herself out of it. You know what she said to me?”


  Pat shook his head.


  “That what happened with Brie makes her stronger. That we’re not so bad off, especially because we have Hogan. I’m cryin’ my eyes out about losing the baby, and she’s a rock.”



  “She’s a special woman.”


  Dylan snorted. “Can you believe this? She was our arch enemy a few months ago, and now I’m madly in love with her.”


  “We all care about her.”


  “That’s nice, Pat.” He gave a sympathetic look. “I’m assuming there’s no news, or you would have called.”


  “None.” His brother pounded his fist on the table. “I feel more impotent than I ever have in my life. She’s been gone forty-eight hours. That can’t be good.”


  Dylan rose from his chair, circled the table and sat next to Pat. He slid his arm around his brother. “You can’t think that way. We’re going to get her back. You have to have faith.”


  “I don’t know if I can.”


  “Then I’ll have enough for both of us.”


  
    oOo

  


  After Dylan left, Pat vowed to be stronger. He went into the living room, dropped down onto the couch and stared out the window. Though Rachel’s broadcast had helped, more reporters had taken up residence on the street, off from his property, but still too close for his liking. Shutting his eyes, he turned his thoughts to when he and Brie were together, to all the good times, hoping that would make him believe she’d be back for more of them.


  At eight, a black SUV pulled into the driveway. Phillip Carson and Ed Thomas exited the vehicle. The news people shouted questions. Has Mrs. O’Neil been found? Is her disappearance related to the president? Has the family gotten ransom calls?


  Standing, Pat crossed the room and opened the door before the bell rang. He found the agents talking to Ian Black, who’d been sitting on Brie’s swing. Black said to the other agents, “Nothing new. A few more reporters, but not too many. The house is quiet, though the First Lady is coming over today. It’ll be a zoo then.”


  Carson looked up at Pat in the doorway. “Patrick, hello.”


  “No news?” Pat asked. They would have called if there had been, so it was a stupid question.


  “None. The team in D.C. has been analyzing recent threats to the president, but nothing connects back here. And since there’s no ransom note, it isn’t shaping up to the president being the cause of her disappearance.”


  “Shit.” Pat clenched his fist, trying to get a grip on the sudden anger that burst through him. Stepping outside, he eased the screen shut. He didn’t want to wake the kids. “What’s next, then?”


  “We’re starting house visits.”


  “Of her clients?”


  Phillip nodded.


  Yesterday, they’d gone to the homes of his wife’s friends, family and casual contacts, like her yoga teacher and book club.


  “We’ve made an appointment to go talk to Annie Cummings to get the lowdown on the jobs Brie took over. She can tell us any suspicions she might have had about them and give us suggestions for where to start honing in.”


  That sounded good to Pat.



  “We’d like you to come along.”


  “That’d be great. I can’t sit around doin’ nothing again today.”


  “We think you might be able to pick up clues from the people, or even just a gut feeling might help.”


  “I’ll leave a note for Irene and Bailey.”


  Annie Cummings lived in a neighborhood outside Rockaway. Her house was smaller than Pat’s, with yellow siding and a fenced-in yard. A cat prowled lazily in the early morning sun.


  Phillip parked in the driveway, and the three of them exited the car. When Steve Cummings walked onto the porch, they climbed the steps. Steve went right to Pat and hugged him. Annie’s husband was a good man, a school teacher and soccer enthusiast. Sometimes he came into the pub, and Pat watched the matches with him when he wasn’t busy. They’d socialized as couples, too. “I’m so, so sorry, Pat. If we can do anything…”


  “You’re already doin’ a lot by taking charge of InPlace.”


  “That’s going well, so don’t worry about it.”


  Annie sat in the front room with her bandaged leg propped up on an ottoman. Pat went to her, bent over and gave her an awkward hug. “How you doin’, Annie?”


  “I’m worried but physically getting stronger every day.”



  Phillip, behind Pat, frowned. “Did you have an accident?”


  “Yes, our brakes needed replacing, and Steve was going to do it when he got out of school. I guess we waited too long.”


  Something occurred to Pat. He turned to Phillip. “Do you find it odd that Annie had to stop working, leaving Brie alone at the houses, then Brie was kidnapped?”


  “Odd, how?”


  “Annie not bein’ there would make Brie more vulnerable.”


  Steve stiffened. “You mean someone might have disabled our car?”


  Instead of answering the question, Phillip turned to Thomas. “Record every word of Mrs. Cummings’s statement, then call the office. Have them send a mechanic out.”


  “We had the brakes professionally replaced,” Steve told them. “They won’t find anything now.”


  “Let’s be sure.”


  After Annie detailed the events of the accident, Carson seemed satisfied with the information they’d gotten. He went on to their purpose here. “Did you make the list of her current clients?”


  Annie picked up a sheet of paper from the binder on her lap. “She had five she was in charge of. We were working in pairs until I got hurt. She talked about doing some of them yesterday, but I don’t know how many because I didn’t write that down.”


  “Nothing was scheduled on her calendar, either.”


  “Maybe she didn’t have time to record them.”


  Carson scanned the list and handed it to Pat. “Did she talk about any of these people?” he asked Annie.


  “She said she liked Carol Erdman. The woman has two little kids. She asked Brie to have lunch with her every time Brie worked on her house.” Annie seemed thoughtful. “The Lamberts were tough. They didn’t get along very well, and it spilled over into our job. Jerome Michaels didn’t seem to care about what Brie saved or threw out. He wanted his house purged of his wife’s stuff, who’d left him for another man.”


  The last name on the list made her smile. “She liked working for Jonathan Forbes. He’s an old-school gentleman, but very lonely. Brie spent time with him, having tea and listening to his stories of his deceased wife.”


  Pat was stunned by how little he knew about Brie’s work. When had she stopped talking to him about it?


  Phillips said, “Let’s start with Forbes.”


  “Why?” Annie seemed really surprised.


  So was Pat. The other clients seemed to have much more potential.


  “Forbes seemed to take a personal interest in her.”


  They left Annie’s home, and on their way to the Forbes house, Pat felt hope spark within him. Probably because he was actually doing something to help out.


  
    oOo

  


  “Thanks for making yourself available, Sinead.” A new agent named Erikson sat across from him at the kitchen table. She’d called and set up a meeting after his father had left with the other two FBI guys.



  His aunt Bailey squeezed his arm. “Just tell her what you know, honey.”


  “I worked at Dr. Forbes’s house with her lately, and once or twice before I helped out with the Lamberts’. I never went with her to Agent Carson’s.”


  Agent Erikson’s brows rose. “Mrs. O’Neil worked for Agent Carson?”


  Sinead frowned. “He called her to hoe out his mother’s house.”


  “You didn’t know?” Bailey asked.


  The woman’s face reddened. “I haven’t had time to get acquainted with all the details of this case. I was working another job but was called in to help because I’m a behavioral analyst. I only flew in here today from California.” She transferred her gaze to Sinead. “Tell me about the other clients you helped her with?”


  “The Lamberts were weird. They had a fight when I was there about giving away stuff. Mom didn’t like working with them.”


  “I’ll make a note of that, too. What about Jonathan Forbes?”


  “He really likes Mom.”


  “Likes?” the woman asked. “What do you mean by that?”


  “One time I was there, he asked her to have tea with him before she started work. Annie and I joked he had a crush on her.”


  “That seems important.” His aunt was used to dealing with major issues because Sinead hadn’t thought about Dr. Forbes as a suspect. Geez, the guy could hardly walk. Aunt Bailey said, “You should let Agent Carson know right away.”


  “I’ll call him as soon as we’re done here. Just one more thing. Did you get any gut feelings, impressions about any of the people or even the places she worked at?”


  Sinead wrinkled his nose. “The Forbes’s house was kinda spooky. It’s real old and dark.”


  “So you didn’t like it there?”


  “No, I guess not.” He looked to Bailey. “Listen, I don’t want to give any bad information.”


  “Perceptions are important,” his aunt told him. “You never know when one little feeling with help out in cases like this.”


  The interview lasted an hour and then Agent Erikson stood.


  “What’s going to happen now?”



  “First, I’ll meet with Agent Carson after he does his round of visits today. We’ll probably follow up with searches of the premises, at the ones he thinks warrant that.”


  Aunt Bailey asked, “Will you question him about being on the case when he obviously knew Brie?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  After Agent Erikson left, Sinead said, “Did I miss something, Aunt Bailey? Should I have seen more? Remembered more?”


  Bailey sat down. “No, honey, none of this is your fault.”


  “I told her at the beginning of the summer she shouldn’t go anyplace alone. I told her I’d cancel any plans I had to go with her. Dad was really pissed about her doing solo jobs. I should have made her let me go with her every time.”


  “Sinead, you’re not responsible for her kidnapping. But you can keep thinking about your impressions and feelings that might be important.”


  “Okay.”


  She stood. “Come on, let’s go in the pool.” She snapped a strap that showed beneath her dress. “I got my suit on. We haven’t raced in a long time.”


  “I don’t feel like doing that, Aunt Bailey.”


  “You can’t just mope and wait. It’s not good for you. Exercise will help release some of the sadness.”


  “I guess.”



  She kissed his head like his mom did. “Now go get changed while I give Mitch Calloway the bad news.”


  Sinead smiled. “All right.” Before he left he asked, “Aren’t you worried, Aunt Bailey?”


  She stared real hard at him. “Yes, I am. But I’m in a lot of situations these days that make me worry. I know how to handle it.”


  “That sucks, that you worry a lot.”


  “Yeah, kid, it does. Now let’s go swim.”


  
    oOo

  


  The house loomed before them as they drove up the Forbes Estate driveway. Brie had told Pat it was huge, but he hadn’t pictured something this old and imposing.


  “You made an appointment with Forbes, too, right?” Pat asked Carson.


  “Yes.”


  “Then what are those cars doing in the driveway?”


  “I have no idea.”


  When they got closer, Pat saw Verity Cleaning scrawled on the side of a white van.


  “Cleaning day,” Carson observed. “I wondered how the old man manages alone.” They got out of the car. “Let’s go see.”


  The Verity people exited the house just as Pat and the agents reached the steps. Behind them, a very frail man sat in a wheelchair. Pat’s heart sank. This was going to be a bust. This guy couldn’t kidnap anybody. But Carson approached him anyway.


  “Agent Carson?” Forbes asked in a feeble voice.


  “Yes. This is my colleague, Agent Thomas.”


  The old man looked to Pat.


  “I’m Patrick O’Neil, Brie’s husband.”


  Forbes seemed to stare blindly at him for a moment and then nodded. “I saw the news. They said there was no word on Gabriella.”


  “No, sir. None.”


  “Come inside. I want to help if I can.”


  They entered the house. The interior unfolded before them like a movie set for the early part of the twentieth century. Long, skinny windows gleamed in the hot sun, and furniture-wax scents filled the air. “We’ll go into the parlor.”


  When they were seated, Carson got down to business. As he took down details about when Forbes had last seen Brie, if she’d said anything to make him concerned, Pat studied the downstairs. Brie’s handiwork was everywhere, in the lack of clutter and some storage shelves she’d set up. It made him want to be with her so bad, he could hardly contain his feelings.


  “Do you live here alone, Dr. Forbes?” Carson asked.


  “Yes. My wife died three years ago.”


  “If you don’t mind my asking, how do you get along?”


  “I bring in people to help. The cleaning crew you saw. A gardener. My nephew visits every day to help me with things.”


  Brie hadn’t mentioned a nephew to Pat.


  “We’ll need their names.”


  The old man had picked up his teacup, and it clattered to the plate. “You think someone close to me might be involved?”


  “We need to talk to anyone who’s been here since Mrs. O’Neil started working for you.”


  “Manuel Garcia has been with me for thirty years. He could never be involved.”


  “Still, we’ll need addresses.”


  Looking at a drawer off to the side, Forbes nodded. “There’s an address book in there. If you wouldn’t mind getting it for me. Maybe other people were here in the last few weeks that I don’t remember.”


  Shaky hands took the leather bound book Agent Thomas handed to Forbes. He looked through the pages. “Here’s Manuel’s address and phone number.” A pause. “The grocery delivery boy came a couple of times when she was working.”


  Carson ended up with five names. “You forgot your nephew.”


  “Harlan. You don’t need to speak with him. He’s been in Europe with his maiden aunt for the month. He’s coming back soon.”


  “Still, give me his contact information.”


  Pat was surprised when they got up to leave. He thought they’d search the house. Dr. Forbes wheeled behind them to the door. “Please, let me know when Gabriella is found. I’m quite worried. I’ve taken a liking to her.”


  Yep, he had a crush on Brie. Pat said kindly, “I’ll be sure to do that.”


  When they got in the car, Pat asked from the back seat, “Why didn’t we search the house? His and the Lamberts’.”


  “Getting a warrant needs probable cause.” Carson met Pat’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “I’ll go over all this with a behavioral analyst. If she recommends second visits, we’ll get the warrants then.”


  Pat got annoyed. “Carson, my brother-in-law is the president of the United States. We could have had warrants in our hands this morning.”


  “We go by protocol, Pat. I have orders, directly from the Director of the FBI, to do this by the book.”


  The protocol didn’t make sense to Pat. He was going to talk to Clay today and ask about it.


  
    oOo

  


  “Patrick!” Brie bolted up in the bed. “Patrick, are you there?”


  No answer.


  She was breathing hard, and a film of sweat covered her, soaking through the nightgown of Francesca’s, which she still wore. “Oh, dear Lord in heaven.” She’d dreamed Pat was here. Dreamed he’d found out where she was and had come for her. Brie swallowed hard, but the tears came. She was trying to be strong, but she knew it had been more than forty-eight hours since she’d driven out here after Dr. Forbes had called, sounding desperate for company. She’d been so mad at Pat, she’d just…come.


  Lying back onto the thin pillow, she decided she’d think about her husband. About how he’d rescued her before. That would comfort her…


  Kathleen had been a wanted baby, especially after the miscarriage Brie had suffered a few years before her birth. Both she and Pat had been elated to have a girl. But the first year of their daughter’s life had been hell. The doctors said Kathleen was a colicky baby, thus she screamed a lot and wanted to eat all the time. Any noise bothered her. At the advice of her pediatrician, Brie stopped breastfeeding at eight months.


  One day, Brie had been at her wits’ end and called Pat, crying her eyes out. “She’s not any better on the solid food. She’s still up all day. I don’t know what she wants.”


  “She doesn’t know what she wants, lass. What can I do?”


  Brie wanted him to come home so badly. His brothers had Sinead and Sean staying with them for a couple of days, so she was alone. But Pat had taken a lot time off lately to help out. “Maybe just call. It makes me feel better to talk to you.”


  “That sounds like a plan.”


  Brie wallowed in misery for the afternoon, walking the baby, trying to soothe her. She was a bad mother; she knew it. Maybe she didn’t know what to do with a girl.


  At about four in the afternoon, Brie was holding Kathleen, of course, staring out at the rainy day, when the back door opened. In came Patrick, with Mary Kate O’Neil behind him. Brie wanted to weep with gratitude.


  Her mother-in-law took the baby, sat down, laid Kathleen over her knees and rubbed her back. Kathleen quieted immediately. That made Brie burst into tears. “How come I can’t do that?”


  “Years of practice, honey,” Mary Kate had said. She looked to Pat.


  He crossed to Brie, scooped her up in his arms and left the room.


  “What are you doing?” she asked as he carried her upstairs.


  “Rescuing you from the Screaming Mimi. That girl sure has lungs.”


  “Rescue, how?”


  “You’ll see.” He set her on their bed, then went into the bathroom. She heard the water go on. He came back out. “You’re going to have a long, luxurious bath and a glass of wine.”


  “That sounds heavenly. I can’t remember when I last showered.” As the bath ran, sweet-scented oils wafted out to them. “What time do you have to be back at work?”


  “I’m not going back. Pa got a friend to come in. They’ll be fine.”


  Again, her eyes teared. He came to stand over her, swiped a finger over her cheek. “You’re exhausted.”


  “I’m frazzled. This is so not me.”


  “I know, leanbh.”


  He picked her up again, carried her into the bath and settled her into warm water. She moaned at the ecstasy of it. He brought her wine, lit candles and left the room. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed in there, but when she came out, wrapped in a robe, she saw Pat on the bed. Next to him was one of her favorite dresses and a packed suitcase. “What’s all this?”


  “We’re going to that bed-and-breakfast down the road you wanted to try.”


  “For the whole night?”


  “Yep.”


  “What about your mother?”


  “She’s stayin’ with the baby. Pa and Bailey are coming out later to help.”


  “Really, Pat?”


  “Really, love.”


  They checked into a beautiful room with a fireplace and club chairs and a lake of a bed. “Want to fool around?” she asked.


  “Uh-huh. As soon as I feed you. You’ve lost weight, and it’s dinner time.”


  They ate lobster and asparagus and had some wine, while soft music played in the background. They banned all talk of babies and kids and simply enjoyed each other’s company.


  When they reached the bedroom, Brie was looking forward to making love. Pat went into the bathroom. She changed into a skimpy nightgown he’d packed and pulled down the covers of the bed. She lay on a plump pillow to wait for him.


  The next thing she knew, birds were chirping and sunlight filtered through the windows. The clock told her it was nine a.m. The door opened, and Pat came in with coffee. Its mere scent perked her up. While she sipped it, she said with chagrin, “I fell asleep last night.”


  “That you did, darlin’”


  “We didn’t make love.”


  “Ah, no.” He sat next to her on the bed. “You were exhausted. I slept, so must be I was, too.”


  “Are we that old that sleep means more than sex?”


  “Nah, we had a rough year with a colicky baby is all.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yep.”


  She set the coffee aside, came up on her knees.


  “Then prove it to me, Patrick O’Neil…”



  Funny, though, Brie thought now. It wasn’t the sex she remembered today. It was the sheer love and concern for her that Patrick had shown that day.


  Why had they fought over stupid things for so long? If she ever got out of here, that would never, ever happen again.




  
    Chapter 14
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  Later in the day, Patrick walked into the house, wearing the phoniest expression on his face that Bailey had ever seen. She knew he was trying not to worry Sinead, who sat with her at the table, playing Bananagrams. But Bailey could see the worry in her big brother’s tired blue eyes.


  Sinead looked up. “Dad? Any news?”


  He shook his head. “Nothing to indicate the people we saw kidnapped her.”


  “Did you search the houses?” Bailey asked.


  After drawing some coffee, Pat walked over to them and leaned against the island counter. “You know, we didn’t. I asked Carson about it, and he said they needed to present their findings to—”


  The doorbell silenced him. He blew out a heavy breath. “I can’t deal with people right now.”


  Bailey stood without a word and went to the door. Mitch Calloway, who’d been in the living room, got to it first.


  “Oops. Sorry,” Bailey said. “Being home makes me forget.”


  “I’ll bet.” He opened the door, and on the porch, she found Brie’s parents. Remembering how they always gave Pat a hard time, she had to struggle to be civil. “Hello, Joseph, Mariana.”


  “Bailey.” Joseph nodded. “We have to talk to Pat.”


  “Do you know something?”


  “Not yet.”


  She stepped aside, let them in and led them to the kitchen. Pat’s expression turned dismal when he saw them, and Joseph said, “We need to speak to you.”


  Mariana added, “Sinead, could you leave us alone, please?”


  “Dad, don’t make me go.”


  “Sinead’s an adult now.” Pat’s voice was raw. “He can stay and hear whatever you say.”


  “All right.” Joseph stood tall. “You’re not making any progress with the FBI, Patrick.”


  “Clay called more agents in this morning.”


  Joseph always treated her with some modicum of respect. “I didn’t know that. But apparently, they’re just as ineffective as the rest of you. I’m hiring a private detective.”


  Pat looked at Bailey. There was a question in his eyes. She said, “I’m not sure that will be allowed. There are government protocols involved. You could impede the investigation.”


  “I’ll make my own choices about my daughter.”


  He probably couldn’t go his own way, but Pat said anyway, “Do what you have to, Joseph.”


  Mariana grasped the edge of a chair. Bailey had seen her trembling hands. “How could you let this happen to her, Patrick? You probably had another fight the day she left here.”


  Her brother’s face turned so bleak it would make a stone cry. Bailey said, “Now, wait just a minute…”


  But Patrick intervened. “No, Bay, she’s right.” He faced his son. “We did have a fight the night before.”


  Sinead threw back his chair with such force it banged against the wall. “So what? This isn’t your fault. Some maniac grabbed her.” To his grandparents, he said, “It’s nobody’s fault. Leave my Dad alone.”


  Calmly, Patrick put his hand on Sinead’s neck. “Come on, son, let’s go for a walk.”


  Both men left the room.


  Bailey rounded on the Paresis. She wanted to rip them apart, but Mariana was crying and Joseph looked devastated. So she said softly, “Emotions are running high. Everybody’s upset. Let me get you some coffee, and we can talk about whether we need your PI.” As she passed Mariana, she squeezed her arm. That was about all she could do for them.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie had an epiphany. Patrick would rescue her if he could, but this was the third day she’d been imprisoned at the Forbes house, and she realized she had to help herself. Still groggy from the second dose of drugs that morning, she’d taken a nap, dressed in the trousers and shirt laid out for her but donned her own sneakers. She had to be ready at a moment’s notice to take advantage of an opportunity to escape.


  Her door unlocked, so she went downstairs and found Jonathan in the parlor. Listening carefully, she heard no sounds of Harlan in the house. “Hello, Jonathan,” she said.


  “There you are, Francesca. Come sit with me.” She took a chair across from him. “You’re looking peaked.”


  “I feel a bit down. Would you mind if I fix us some coffee?” Brie needed to clear her head so she could think straighter.


  “Francesca, you know we don’t indulge in caffeine.” He frowned. “Or is this some new need you developed when you…went away?”


  Silent for a moment, Brie thought about his phrasing. “Ah, yes, it’s something new.”


  “Harlan’s out, so he can’t prepare it for us.”


  Because she’d always made time to talk to him when she worked here, she recalled some things he’d told her. “But you like it when I pamper you. You said me doing things for you makes you feel special.” Reaching across the table, she covered his hand with hers and tried not to cringe. “You are special.”


  “All right then, let’s go to the kitchen.”


  Thankfully, she’d assessed the space to determine how much work had to be done in here. She knew where to find the old-fashioned glass pot that would percolate, but couldn’t remember which cupboard the coffee was stored in.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked gently.


  She sighed. And turned to him. “I’m sorry, Jonathan, but those drugs you gave me so early in the day have confused me.” She made her eyes well, which wasn’t hard. She’d wanted to bawl like a baby since she got here. “Could you tell me where the coffee is?”


  At his direction, she pulled out a can from a low cupboard. Next to it, she saw a bowl filled with money. Just dollars and change, but if she needed cash, she now knew where she could get it.


  After she put the pot on, she sat down near him to wait. “About the drugs…”


  “Harlan and I talked about it. Tonight we’ll switch to pills. He’s out picking them up right now.”


  That was better. She might be able to pretend to swallow them. She might even be able to save some and put them in Jonathan’s tea when Harlan wasn’t around. Not that she couldn’t overpower him herself—at least, she could when she wasn’t doped up. “What about during the day?” They put something in her tea to make her fuzzy during daylight.


  “You understand, dear, don’t you? We’re afraid you’ll leave us again.”


  She pretended surprise. “Why would I do that? I didn’t leave you of my own accord the first time.” She bit her lip. Jonathan had told her about that gesture of Francesca’s.


  “I’ll ask Harlan.”


  “Was it Harlan’s idea to bring me back? If so, I’m indebted to him.”


  “Yes. He convinced me you could be…returned to us.”


  Us again. Once again, she wondered what Harlan’s relationship to Francesca had been. She was too old to have been his lover, wasn’t she?


  The rich scent of the coffee soon filled the room. “Will you have some?” she asked, standing.


  “A bit.” His face was relaxed, happy. She forced herself not to feel sorry for him. She remembered the FBI training: Beware of Stockholm syndrome. Don’t get emotionally involved with your kidnappers.


  As she drank from the cup, Brie’s senses sharpened. Unfortunately, her mind went to her family—Pat, her children—and what they must be thinking. How worried they must be. She made a new goal: to get in touch with them if she couldn’t escape soon.


  Jonathan yawned. “I’m afraid this isn’t waking me up. I think I need to lie down. I’ll do it on the couch. First, I’ll take you up to your room.”


  “Let me sit with you while you rest. I’ll hold your hand. You always liked that.”


  “Did I?”


  “Yes. Come along, dear.”


  Jonathan’s eyes glazed over. He let her push him into the living room and assist him onto the couch. She sat beside him and took his hand. “Now, isn’t this nice?”


  “Ah, yes, nice.” His lids closed.


  When his breathing evened out, she waited a minute or two, then she dropped his hand. Hurrying to the kitchen, she grabbed some money and fled through the garage. She’d just rounded a copse of trees that obscured the rest of the driveway when she saw a car. Its windows were heavily tinted, but she could make out that there were two men in the front seat.


  Another person was in on this?


  She started to back up, to turn and run, but she tripped and fell on her face.


  
    oOo

  


  He’d been watching her for so long, wanting her so badly, and now here she was, all his. He regretted the drugs, regretted what he’d done to her beautiful body to get her back, but it was necessary. The angry bruise on her head, which she’d gotten when she’d fallen to the blacktop, reminded him he had to be more vigilant with her. Hence her return to the attic space and a locked door.


  Slowly, he unbuttoned the blouse she wore. Caressed her creamy skin, her full breasts. She was so lovely he leaned over and kissed her mouth. She tasted sweet and familiar. He couldn’t wait a minute longer to have her. “Wake up, darling,” he whispered in her ear. “Wake up so we can finally be together.”


  She lifted her hand to the blindfold over her eyes.


  And began to scream bloody murder.


  
    oOo

  


  Worried sick about Brie, Liam paced the office at work. Dinner was done, even though Gale hadn’t shown up. He’d been acting weird lately. Hell, they all were. He knew the FBI was working around the clock to see if Brie’s disappearance was politically motivated; simultaneously, they’d done background checks and interviews with all her employees, acquaintances and friends. Today they’d started the same process with her clients. Damn, he wished he could help. He racked his brain for what to do.


  Hmm. They’d had a lot of changes here at the bar. Gale Sullivan as cook, Jamie Ralston as waitress. Sweeney and his son, Joe. It was ridiculous to think Sweeney could kidnap anybody, and Jamie was a lightweight. Gale, milquetoast, most of the time. Then he remembered how Jamie flirted with Pat and Gale seemed to follow Brie around like a puppy. They’d all teased Pat about it.


  There was also a supplier who always asked Pat about her, and a delivery guy who once in a while brought her some sweets. He went to the computer to check the pub records for their names and contact information. He started researching.


  An hour later, he sat open-mouthed, staring at the notes he’d taken. Gale Sullivan had been accused of stalking his ex-wife and she had a restraining order out on him. Shit, Pat had told him to do a background check, but Liam had believed he could tell a man’s character without it. And, holy hell, Sweeney had kidnapped his daughter in his younger days.


  Deciding to call Agent Carson now, he fished out his phone. Then he caught sight of a picture of Brie, pregnant with Isabella on Pat’s desk.


  Brie. Pregnant. Phillip Carson.


  He sat forward abruptly. He remembered a conversation he’d overheard but never told Pat he knew about. Liam had totally forgotten about it…


  Brie had come into the pub when she and Pat were still separated. They settled in the corner table, and Liam had given them their privacy. But Liam had left his car keys on the bar and went out to get them. It was then, before he rounded the corner to the other side of the pub, that he’d heard part of the conversation.


  Pat said, “What’s wrong? You can tell me.”


  “You’ll be mad. I’m feeling so shitty I don’t think I can handle that.”


  “I won’t get mad. I promise. I’ll help.”


  One tear trickled down her cheek. “I’m pregnant again.”


  “Leanbh, that’s wonderful.”


  “That’s exactly what you said the first time.”


  Recalling those days was painful. “Tell me we aren’t gonna go through that again. Having a kid while we’re separated.”


  “I hope not.”


  “Look, I promise I’ll be here for you, no matter what.”


  “I hope so.”


  “It happened that night I came over last month, right? We haven’t been together since then.”


  “No, we haven’t. But Pat, I… You know I was dating Phillip Carson.”


  “The FBI guy, right?”


  “Uh-huh. I saw him about five times.”


  “I hate that.”


  “You’re going to hate this even more. I slept with him.”


  Pat took a couple of deep breaths. “I think I can deal with that.”


  “Maybe not.”


  “Brie, it’s not—my God, it’s not his baby, is it?”


  “I don’t know, Patrick.”


  His brother was quiet a long time. “Whose baby do you want it to be, Brie?”


  “Yours.” She started to cry in earnest. “Yours, of course. I don’t know why I slept with Phillip. Maybe because I’d never been with anybody else. I didn’t even like it. I love you, Pat. I want to get back together. I’m sure of that now. But if it’s his?”


  An even longer pause. “Everything’ll be all right, Brie,” Pat said. His tone was ravaged. “We’ll get back together and have the baby, regardless of whose child it is. I love you that much…”


  Liam had never admired Patrick more.


  If Isabella was Carson’s kid, could he have gone haywire if he’d found out? And why the hell would he have asked Brie to organize his mother’s house, if they had that history? Why would he work on this case, which was clearly unethical? There were too many questions to ignore.


  Worry skittered up his spine. He called Bailey. She was at the townhouse because the kids had joined her. “Hi, Bay.”


  “Hey, Liam. I was just about ready to head to Paddy’s. You going over?”


  “I’m at the pub. I’ll be there later. Bay, I did some research.”


  “Now, there’s a surprise.”


  “More than you know. Gale Sullivan and Sweeney have some questionable things in their backgrounds.”


  “Tell the FBI right away.”


  “I will. And honey, this is going to sound crazy, but I got a gut feeling about somebody else.”


  “Who?”


  “Agent Phillip Carson. I think Brie dated him right before she and Pat got back together the year you met Clay.” He told her about the reference to an FBI guy named Phillip.


  “And he asked her to work at his mother’s house? He got on this case? That’s unethical.”


  “Apparently nobody knew about his history with Brie, but Pat. And he didn’t say anything.”


  “I’ll call Clay and tell him. He’ll probably want to talk to you right away.”


  “Fine. I’ll wait to hear from him.”


  Liam got off the phone, and his whole body drooped. Could this be a break in the case?


  
    oOo

  


  At bedtime, Patrick walked the nursery floor with Isabella, who’d sensed the tension in the house and was fussy. When she fell asleep against his chest, he put her in her crib and went downstairs—just as the doorbell rang. A man he’d never seen before stood on the porch, but judging by the way he was dressed in a dark suit, he was fed, all the way. When Pat opened the door, the man was speaking to Agent Black who was stationed outside.


  The man turned to face him. “Mr. O’Neil. I’m Special Agent Jack Masters. President Wainwright called me few hours ago and sent me here to look into your wife’s disappearance.”


  “I remember you from Rory’s kidnapping. And Clay’s. Come on in.” After they settled in the living room, Pat asked, “What’s goin’ on, Agent Masters?”


  “Call me Jack. It seems your brother Liam discovered some information my agents hadn’t, for which there will be hell to pay.”



  “Liam left a message on my cell to call him, but I haven’t had a chance to. What information?”


  “One concerns the pub.”


  “There’s a problem at the pub?”


  He told Pat about Gale Sullivan’s marital problems.


  “Is Sullivan a suspect?”


  “No, we’ve had our New York agents check him out in the last five hours. He has alibis for most of his time, allowed us easy access to his apartment. We don’t believe he’s involved.”


  Pat quelled the disappointment.


  When Masters brought up Sweeney, Pat shook his head. “I knew about that. His wife was a drug addict. No charges were brought.”


  “Still, we checked it out. He’s clean, too.”


  “Then what did Liam find that brought you here?”


  “Phillip Carson, the agent in charge, is on suspension as of eight tonight, pending investigation.”



  A chill skittered up Pat’s spine. “What for?”


  “Why didn’t you tell us he and your wife had an affair?”


  “I—I don’t know. I guess because Carson told me he was head of kidnapping in the city. I wanted the top person.” And he’d put his damned pride, damned hurt feelings aside to do what was best for her.


  “Are you sure that’s all?”


  “Why?”


  “Your brother knew about her and Carson because he’d overheard a conversation between you and your wife. One that revealed she might be pregnant with his child. Liam confided that to President Wainwright. I’m sorry, Pat, but Clay forced him to tell us everything.”


  “Carson didn’t know anything about the pregnancy.”


  “Are you sure? He can count. He might have figured it out.”


  Pat ran a hand through his hair. “What does this all mean?”


  “Maybe nothing. Maybe a lot. As an agent, Carson never should have accepted this case with a history like that with a victim. He’s in a whole lot of trouble.”


  “I don’t give a shit about that. Just keep him away from us.”


  “That’s why I’m in charge now.” Jack scowled. “There’s also some question about why he didn’t search the premises of the clients you isolated. Our behavioral specialist was to go back with him to revisit the houses this afternoon, but Carson put all that on hold.”


  “I asked why we weren’t going in, too.”


  Jack patted his pockets. “I’ve got warrants now. We’re on our way to do what he should have done today. The president wanted me to brief you and to make sure you know he’s trying to maintain your privacy about the personal matters.”


  “Jack, can I come with you? Waiting around is killin’ me.”


  “Clay said you might ask that. I don’t see the harm. Can you leave now?”


  “Yes. Let me just tell the nanny.”


  
    oOo

  


  He sat in the dim room, watching her sleep. His face was scratched all to hell, but his heart hurt more. All he wanted was to be with her, then rescue her and be her hero. He’d put the blindfold on her so she couldn’t connect him with the kidnapping after this was all over. But she’d fought him until Harlan had come running upstairs. Damn the guy.


  He rose, left the room and went down to the first floor to find Harlan in the kitchen. Drinking. A bottle of Jack Daniels sat next to him, a third of it gone. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Drowning my sorrows.”


  “Over what?”


  Harlan looked up at Phillip. “We heard her screaming. I had to sedate my grandfather. You said you were going to pretend to rescue her, and we’d blame a deluded old man. You didn’t say anything about rape.” His eyes narrowed on Phillip’s face. “At least she put up a fight.”


  He slammed his fist on the table. “That’s none of your goddamned business. You were paid well so you could get rid of those gambling debts.”


  Though in reality, he had a lot more planned for this imbecile in order not to be implicated himself.


  “Let’s just get it the fuck over with.”


  “There’s one issue I have to deal with first.”


  “What?”


  “It’s none of your business.” He got a glass from the cupboard and filled it half up with bourbon. He gulped back the bitter liquid. “I’m leaving again, but tomorrow I’ll end this.”


  Harlan nodded, and Phillip walked out of the house. But when he stepped into the garage, he stopped short. Several black vehicles parked at all angles surrounded his car. Four agents strode toward him.


  The fucking head honcho of the FBI, Jack Masters, pushed back his coat and placed his hand on his Glock. “What the hell are you doing here, Carson? You’re suspended from the case.”



  “I…sorry.” He turned his face to the side so Masters wouldn’t see the scratches. “I realized I should have searched the Forbes’s place, so I came back. I scoured it from top to bottom. No sign of Mrs. O’Neil.” What else would convince them? “But I do have suspicions about Harlan Smith, the nephew.”


  Masters stared hard at him. Then he turned to the other agents. “Handcuff him. Keep him in a secured vehicle, Thomas; the rest of us will search the house.”


  Knowing he couldn’t draw his gun in time, Phillip used his charm. “That isn’t necessary. I haven’t done anything wrong, but I’ll go peacefully.” And escape, he thought, when they weren’t paying attention. Now his life was on the line.


  Masters studied him, then walked close, his hand still on the gun. He grunted when he saw the scratches on Phillip’s face. “No way.” He nodded to the others. “Restrain him. I got a bad feeling about him being here.”


  Phillip was shocked—he’d been caught? The idea never occurred to him.


  
    oOo

  


  Everybody gloved up, and Pat went with Agent Masters when he split from the others. They’d found Harlan Smith, the nephew, drunk in the kitchen and cuffed him to the table, where he’d stay until they were done. Next, they discovered Jonathan Forbes, obviously drugged, in his bedroom. There was another door across from the old man’s and Masters and Pat entered the suite.


  Pat said, “This must have been his wife’s. Brie and Annie cleared it out and told me what it looked like.”


  Masters went to the bed. It was made up tight, like a drum. Pat walked to the bathroom. He could smell something sweet. A toothbrush was in its holder. It looked wet. Instead of touching the thing, even with his gloves on, he called Jack. The agent sniffed the brush. And said, “Recently used. Since a dead woman wouldn’t be brushing her teeth, it could have been Brie’s.”


  “Then where is she?”


  “Let’s keep looking.”


  After finishing the second floor, Pat walked next to Masters down the hallway to the staircase. As he reached it, Masters looked up. “Huh, no attic ladder.” His brow furrowed. “Hold on. The top panel of the wall is loose.”


  Pat felt a shiver go through him. Masters jerked the heavy wood to the side, where they found another door. Masters opened it and drew his gun. “Stay here.”


  Frustrated, Pat nonetheless watched the agent climb the stairs. Then try a door handle, then kick the door open. “Get up here, Patrick.”


  Pat took the steps two at a time. He reached the third floor, entered a room. And in the bed was Brie. He rushed to her side. “Brie, baby. It’s me Patrick.”


  She was awake but almost unseeing. She tried to raise her hand, but it fell listlessly to the mattress. Her forehead sported a purplish bruise.


  Grasping both of her shoulders, he whispered, “It’s okay, leanbh. I’m here. I’m here. Everything’s going to be okay.”


  Blinking several times, she stared at his face. “Are you a dream again?”


  “No, honey, I’m with you. There’s nothing to worry about anymore.”


  And as he gathered his wife into his arms, Patrick began to cry.




  
    Chapter 15
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  When Brie awoke, her head was clearer and her body more…alive, though she was achy all over. Reluctantly, she opened her eyes to face the nightmare her life had become. But instead of the awful stale and musty room she’d been locked in or the horrific suite of her dead doppelganger, she saw white walls and brighter lights than she was used to.


  “Hello, a ghrá.”


  Patrick! Or was it another mirage? Tears welled in her eyes, but when she turned her head to the voice, she saw his beloved face. “Pat. Oh, God.”


  Gentle fingers swiped at her cheeks. “You’re safe, I’m here, and nobody’s gonna hurt you.”


  She gripped his strong, safe hand. “I can’t believe it.”


  Sitting in a chair next to the bed, he hunched forward and kissed her forehead. His scent, woodsy, was so familiar, she wanted to weep. “Do you wanna talk about what happened?”


  “Jonathan Forbes and his nephew Harlan kidnapped me.”


  “I know, sweetheart.”


  “He kept calling me Francesca, his dead wife’s name. So did Jonathan.”


  Her husband stilled. “We’ll need to tell the FBI that.” He watched her. “There’s more to it, though. Phillip Carson orchestrated the whole thing.”


  “What?” Brie’s pulse sped up. “How can that be?”


  “Apparently he’s been obsessed with you for a long time. He called you to clean his mother’s house so he could be with you and track your movements. He found a way to kidnap you and after he took you, he got himself put on the case. He was the investigating officer. We all trusted him.”


  Once again, her eyes filled. “I’m so sorry, Pat.”


  “None of that. No more.”


  “H-how did you find me?”


  “Questions arose about some things he left out of the investigation, and also his former relationship with you came to light. He was taken off the case. We were searching your clients’ homes. Carson was leaving Dr. Forbes’s mansion when the FBI arrived. They arrested him on the spot. Then Harlan Smith, who’d been workin’ with him, told us the whole story after he was arrested, too.”


  “What is the whole story?”


  “Carson thought it would be suspicious if he took you while you were working at his mother’s house. Somehow, he found out about the Forbes job.”


  She swallowed hard. “I told him about Jonathan back in June when I went to evaluate his mother’s house—how he was a sweet old man who thought I looked like his dead wife.”


  “He must have set the plan in motion then.” Pat shook his head. “Harlan Smith had gambling debts, and when Carson found out, he bribed the man. Smith convinced Jonathan you were really Francesca, to make him go along with the idea of keeping you there.”


  “That’s bizarre. What was Phillip going to do with me?”


  “Rescue you. Be the hero.”


  “That doesn’t make sense. How did he plan to handle Jonathan and Harlan?”


  “We don’t know all that yet, love. But the FBI found evidence of all this in the house. And your car was in a back shed.”


  She rubbed her temples. “I can’t believe it.”



  “Right now all you have to do is get better.”


  “I want to go home.”


  “Not yet. They gave you drugs for three days. You need to stay in the hospital to wean off of them.”


  Brie felt like crying again, but she stalled the tears. She was free, and that’s all that mattered.


  He took her by the chin. “I’ll be here the whole time, I promise. I told my family not to come tonight, but our children are all in the waiting room with your parents. They have to see you, honey.”


  “I want to see them. Go get them.”


  “Nope, I’ll call Joseph. I’m not leavin’ you for a second. I need to be with you.”


  “I need to be with you, too. And our family.”


  
    oOo

  


  When Pat and Brie’s family came through the doorway, Joseph and Mariana stayed back so the kids go could go to Brie. Sinead carried Isabella, who clapped her hands and said, “Ma-ma-ma-ma” when she saw her mother.


  His oldest son let Sean and Kathleen hug her first, though. Sean took her hand and leaned over her, kissed her hair. Pat could tell he was crying. Kathleen burrowed into Brie’s chest, and the little one broke down, too. Brie’s face turned red in an effort not to cry as she held them.


  When the younger ones were composed, Sinead approached next and set the baby on her lap. He stayed close, touching Brie’s shoulder, while she covered Isabella with kisses. Pat took the baby, and Sinead just stood by the bed. Silent tears ran down his cheeks. “I never thought I’d see you again.”


  “I’m here, honey. Come, give me a hug.”


  After the emotional reunion, the children moved back and her parents approached her. Mariana sat down next to her, and Joseph circled to the opposite side. Both reached out and took one of Brie’s hands. “We were so worried,” Mariana got out in a choked voice.


  “I can’t…” Joseph turned his face away, to hide his emotion, Pat guessed.


  Her mother took a deep breath. “We love you, Brie. We don’t tell you that enough.”


  “I love you, too, Mom.” She squeezed her father’s hand. “You too, Daddy.”


  She hadn’t called him that in years.


  “We have to see you more, baby,” Joseph finally managed to say.


  “I want that.”


  Mariana glanced over at the family. “We think it might be best if you came to stay with us in the Hamptons after you get out of the hospital. The beach is soothing. You’ll recuperate better at our house.”


  Every bone and muscle in Pat’s body protested. But those days she’d been gone, he’d vowed to do what was best for his wife to get better. He glanced at the kids—they were open mouthed and looked to him.


  He said gently, “Right now we have to do what’s best for Mom, guys.”


  Kathleen turned and hugged Sinead, whose expression was so sad, Pat could barely stand to look at him. Sean hung his head. Isabella, sensing the upset, began to cry.


  Brie held her mother’s hand. “I know you think that might be better, Mom.”


  Please let me handle this right.


  “But I have to be with Patrick and my children. It’s what I need now.”


  Mariana looked to Joseph. Her father said, “All right. But can we visit frequently?”


  Relief swamped Pat to the point that he was only able to nod. Then, suddenly, he was filled with hope that they would be able to move past this horrible ordeal.


  
    oOo

  


  The next morning, Pat’s parents came to the hospital first. Ma rushed to Brie and hugged her. Pa went to Pat and embraced him. “You okay, son?”


  “I am now.” He’d stayed all night. The nurses had heard about Brie’s ordeal and brought in a cot so Pat didn’t have to sleep in the lounger. He’d nudged it close to Brie’s bed and held her hand as they both slept.


  “We love you, Brie,” Ma told her. “We’ll help you in any way we can.”


  “I know, Mama. I know.”


  His ma came to him, put her hand at his neck and tugged him until his forehead met hers. “You are the strongest man I know, son. I’m so proud of how you handled this.”


  Thinking of his tumultuous relationship with Brie, Pat shook his head. “I gotta treat her better,” he whispered to his ma. “I’ve been so stupid.”


  “Every husband and wife make mistakes, son.” She captured his gaze. “There’s time to fix anything you think you did wrong, now that she’s back safe.”


  “I know. And I will.”


  Accompanied by two Secret Service agents, Bailey came in next. She was heading back to D.C. today, but she’d told Pat she had to see her sister-in-law before she flew out in an hour.


  “Bay? You came, too?”


  When Bailey hugged Brie, she said, “Of course, I did.”


  “She more than came,” Pat told his wife. He was rested today, felt relaxed, but he knew he wouldn’t get over this incident for a very long time. He explained to Brie about Clay’s involvement.


  “Wow, all those resources. Tell him thanks.”


  “He’ll call when he can. Right now he’s trying to make peace in Turkey.”


  Soon, Aidan barged in. “I couldn’t wait any longer.” Aidan went to Brie. His eyes clouded and he couldn’t say anything.


  C.J. hugged her extra-long. “Damn, I’m a Secret Service agent and I couldn’t find you.”


  “Because the FBI was working against you, lass.” Pat explained what had gone down in the end.


  Aidan hugged him, too. “You were amazing, bro. A good role model for me. For all of us.”


  Liam’s and Sophie’s faces brightened when they saw Brie.


  “Liam was the one who busted the thing open,” Pat told his wife. “He was the first to suspect Carson.”


  Brie frowned. “Why, Liam?”


  “Because he always seemed off to me. I suspected Gale, too, but he wasn’t the one.”


  Pat recognized the explanation was weak. Jack Masters had told Pat that Liam knew about Isabella and he obviously didn’t want to let on to them that he did. They’d have to talk soon, but not now.


  When Dylan and Rachel entered the room, Dylan grinned at Brie. “Hey, there she is.” He tried to keep his tone light. “We were worried, girl.”


  “I was, too.” She turned to Rachel. “How are you feeling?”


  Rachel froze. “I…”


  “Tell her the truth,” Pat said. “She needs to know she can trust us.”


  Gently, Rachel took Brie’s hand. “I had a miscarriage right before you were taken.”


  Brie’s gaze flew to Pat’s.


  “That’s where I was honey, the night before you were kidnapped.”


  “Rachel, I’m so sorry.”


  “We are, too. But we’re dealing.”


  To change the subject, they told her about Rachel’s broadcast. The woman had risen to the occasion, and Pat respected and admired her for it.


  Pat looked at all his family, lined up around the perimeter of the room, and thanked his stars he hadn’t been alone in this.


  When they’d left, he checked his watch. The visits had lasted an hour.


  A nurse bustled in and smiled. “That’s quite a clan.” She winked at Pat. “And wow, the First Lady. We’ll be talking about that around here for weeks.”


  Brie frowned at the tray.


  “Just a small dose of medicine.” The nurse cocked her head. “You only need a few, Mrs. O’Neil, but it’s dangerous to your health to come down from three days of drugs without help.”


  Brie bit her lip. But she said, “I know. I just hate to have to have any more of that in my system.”


  The nurse spoke matter-of-factly and made quick work with the injection. “It’ll be over soon.”


  The shot and the company made Brie drowsy. After Pat closed the door, he climbed on the bed and under the covers with her. She nuzzled back against him and the weight of her, the warmth of her body made him sigh. “There, this is more like it. Go to sleep, a ghrá. I’ll just hold you.”


  “I love you, Pat.”


  “I love you, too.”


  “Sing me to sleep, like you used to do the kids.”


  “All right. Anything you want.”


  And Pat began to sing.


  
    oOo

  


  Brie came home two days after they’d found her imprisoned in Jonathan Forbes’s mansion. She’d be free of drugs today and was looking forward to it. Now she lay in bed, enjoying the sun that peeked in through the skylight and the familiar scents of her own space. Even though she’d been out of those awful rooms and in the hospital seventy-two hours, everything seemed bigger, brighter and more pleasant to her.


  Sinead came to the door. She’d spent time alone with each of the kids, but her oldest was still very raw. “Hey, Mom. Need anything?”


  Shaking her head, she patted the mattress. “Come get on my bed, like you used to when you were little.”


  He didn’t object, just crossed to her and kicked off his shoes. Instead of snuggling in to her, though, he circled his arm around her and tugged her close. Brie noted how hard and wide his chest was. Her son was a man. “So, tell me the truth,” she said mischievously.


  “About what?”


  “About Laurie. Dad said she was here almost the whole time.”


  “Yeah, she helped me deal with your kidnapping.”


  “You never broke up with her, did you?”


  “W-what do you mean?”


  “When your dad told me how much time and support she’d given to you, I put the pieces together. You only pretended to split so we’d stop bugging you about being too young to get serious.”


  “Yeah. I’m sorry I lied to you.” He choked on the last words.


  Drawing back, Brie looked up at him. His eyes were wet. “Honey, no big deal.”


  “I was so worried, Mom. I love you so much. If you really want us to break up, I’ll do it this time.”


  “No, I don’t want that. You’re a man now, and she’s a young woman. You can make your own decisions.” She waited. “Just use protection, and I’ll be happy.”


  His face reddened. And for the first time in a long while, Brie laughed.


  Later that day, she recounted the conversation to Pat.


  “Yeah, I pretty much figured that out, too. But I didn’t wanna upset you with it.”


  “I’m not upset. First of all, he has a right to lead his own life. Second, we all need to live each day better. They should have the same opportunity to do that as us.”


  “You’re right.”


  “So, when are you going back to work?”


  “Not for a while. Sweeney’s son, Joey, who pitched in while I was gone, can cover me. I’m stayin’ home with you.”


  She smiled. “Hmm. Good.”


  He nodded to the TV. “We’re gonna do some binge watching, baby.”


  “I loved doing that with Lost. But we’ve been so busy…”


  “Too busy. We should do simple things more.” He turned on the TV. They scrolled through the shows and when Friday Night Lights came up, Pat said, “Hey, here’s one.”


  Brie frowned. “No way. It’s all about football. Keep going.” Pat sighed but kept surfing. “Stop. That one.”


  “House of Cards? I think that’ll be over my head.”


  “Don’t be silly. You’re a smart man. And besides, it’ll be relevant to Bailey.”


  “Okay, how about if we alternate?”


  “That’s a good compromise.” She touched his shoulder. “We’ll do more of that, Pat, I promise.”


  He kissed her nose. “I promise, too.”


  Just as he downloaded House of Cards, the phone rang. Pat picked it up. “Yeah, sure. She can talk.” He smiled at his wife. “The president of the United States wants to wish you well.”


  She laughed. “Never a dull moment around here.”


  
    oOo

  


  After Clay clicked off the cell phone the Secret Service had lent him, he turned to Bailey in the limo. “She seems good.”



  Dressed in the slinky blue sheath she’d worn to a fund-raiser a while ago, Bailey thought about her sister-in-law. “She’s a strong woman.”


  He sighed. “This bothers me a lot, honey.”


  “Me, too.” She watched him. He looked stunning, as usual, in a raven black tux and snowy white shirt, but his scowl alerted her. “Her welfare isn’t what you mean, is it?”


  “Of course that’s the most important thing in all this. But what happened to her brings home other things that are important.”


  She glanced toward the glass separating them from the agents, glad for its privacy. Clay needed to talk. She moved closer so their shoulders touched. His spicy scent rose up to her. “What is it, Clay?”


  “I had to go to Turkey during Brie’s disappearance when what I wanted was to be with you and Pat.” He shook his head. “But there’s more. Rory hates living in a fishbowl.” He leaned in close. “And you do, too. Don’t deny it.”


  “I’m not going to deny it. But I’ll do anything for you.”


  His expression became even more grim.


  “What are you thinking, Clay?”


  “I want to spend more time with my wife and kids. I want to go out to dinner, without all this fanfare.” He gestured to the limo that would take them to their favorite restaurant, which had been vetted beforehand. Their romantic night would be supervised by several agents.


  “We’ll always have fanfare, even when we leave the White House.”


  “I know. But it would be a lot less than this.” He stared out the window as the streets of D.C. scrolled by. “I guess Brie’s experience is making me reevaluate things.”


  “That’s okay, love. It’s good when tragedy makes you think about things. We can reevaluate together.”


  
    oOo

  


  Pat was sound asleep when he heard the scream. “No, no, leave me alone. No, don’t do this to me.”


  He rolled over and moved in close to his wife. “Brie, wake up. You’re havin’ a bad dream.” Through the windows, moonlight sparkled off her tears. He grasped her shoulders. “Honey, wake up.”


  She hit him, twice, until he grabbed her wrists. “Brie, baby.” He shook her harder. “Wake up.”


  It took a few more seconds, but finally she came out of the dream. Her eyes flew open. “What, what…?” She sank back into the pillows. “Oh.”


  He reached to switch on the lamp on her night table.


  “No, don’t turn it on. Just hold me.”


  “Whatever you want.” Pat situated himself and drew her to his chest. He kissed her hair, loving its flowery scent, totally aware of how he could have lost her. “You know, it’s normal to have these dreams after a trauma.”


  He’d had nightmares when she wouldn’t marry him.


  “Is it? I didn’t have any in the hospital.”


  “Delayed reaction. Want to tell me what about the abduction?”


  He felt her body stiffen. And Pat let into his consciousness what he’d been keeping at bay, intentionally, since they’d found her. What had happened to Brie in that house? Carson had had angry scratches on his face. How did he get them? And even Harlan had been a danger to her. He was the kind of man who could be bribed to snatch her, so what else could he have done to her?


  “I…I…” She burrowed into him. “If I do, I’ll remember it all.”



  He waited a beat. “Sometimes, you gotta get the demons out in the open to get rid of them.”


  “When did you get so philosophical?”


  “When I had hours to think about us. You were right. I don’t share enough. I don’t confide in you enough. I’m gonna be better. And right now maybe you need to open up.”


  “I can’t talk about it yet, Pat.”


  “Okay. Then think about this. There are counselors for people who’ve been kidnapped. Liam looked it up on the Internet. He found one in the city with great credentials. A woman. I think you should call her.”


  “I’ll consider that.” Again she settled in closer. “Can we go back to sleep now?”


  “Uh-huh. Close your eyes and think about something nice.”


  “I’ll think about you and the kids.”


  “Music to my ears, babe.”


  
    oOo

  


  A couple of days later, with Sinead at his side, Pat walked into the pub. It seemed as if he’d been away for a long time. Instantly, he was soothed by the place itself. Scents of cooking meat and the quiet sounds of the bar refrigerator and the air conditioner comforted his troubled soul. Since the pub was closed between lunch and dinner, he found his three brothers at a table. Liam and Aidan had their arms propped up at right angles and their hands clasped. “Hey, you arm wrestlin’ without me?”


  Aidan’s smile was broad when he looked over. “Good to see you here, buddy.”


  Liam took advantage of his distraction and slammed Aidan’s arm down on the table.


  “Hey, no fair.”


  Liam repeated the sentence in a singsong voice. “You sound like a kid again.” He glanced at Pat. “Now, you’re a sight for sore eyes.”


  “Hell,” Dylan put in. “He’ll just start bossing us around again.” But he toasted Pat with his coffee cup. “Welcome back, bro.”


  After they greeted Sinead, his son asked, “Uncle Liam, can I get some food? I’m starved.”


  “Hogan’s in the back eating,” Dylan told him. “Go join him.”


  As Sinead headed out, Pat looked after him. “You’ll never guess where we’ve been.”



  “At a strip joint?” Dylan offered.


  Shaking his head, Pat sighed. “Looking at apartments around Fordham.”


  “He’ll live off campus next year?”


  “Yeah, he’s movin’ in with Laurie.”


  Three sets of dark, Irish eyebrows rose.


  “He never broke up with her. He lied to us, but I can see why. We were hard on him. Now we’re supporting them both in this.”


  “Fine by me,” Dylan said.



  “It oughtta be,” Aidan put in. “You and Rachel aren’t married.”


  “When will you do the deed?” Liam wanted to know.


  “I’m trying not to press her after the miscarriage.”


  Pat clapped him on the back. “I guess you can’t rush things.”


  “Did Bay tell you they’re going to Syria in September? To visit the first orphanage they’re building.”


  “She’ll be okay, Dyl. All the Secret Service will make sure of that.”


  His brother’s expression lightened. “I got some other news, too. Our book will be out at Christmastime.”


  They guys groaned because they’d all be in the story of Rachel Scott and Dylan O’Neil falling in love after several disastrous encounters with the now First Family. That conflict seemed far away to Pat. So he said, “Terrific,” and nodded to the table. “Gimme a shot.”


  “Yeah.” Dylan put the coffee cup on the bar. “I’m the best, so I’ll take you on.”


  “Shit, you’re not the best.” Liam complained, but he vacated his chair.


  After sitting down, Pat placed his arm upright and clasped Dylan’s hand. They pressed into each other. And pressed. Slowly, Dylan’s arm lowered.


  “My turn,” Liam said.


  This brother gave him more trouble, but Pat won.



  He knuckled down Aidan in no time.


  Pat scraped his chair back and took a bead on his brothers.


  “You guys let me win?”


  All innocence, Liam shook his head. “That’ll be the day.”


  Dylan snorted. “When was the last time I was so unselfish?”


  Aidan added, “Why would we do that?”


  “Because of what I been through.”


  They all fell silent. Then Liam asked, “How is she?”


  “A lot better. We’ve had good family time together.”


  “But?”


  “She’s havin’ nightmares. I did convince her to go see the counselor you found, Liam. She won’t talk to me about what happened to her after she was taken.”


  Dylan crossed to the table and sat down. “It doesn’t matter what happened, though. You got her back.”


  Pat nodded. He needed his brothers’ support. “Only in how whatever she went through makes her suffer.”


  “She go yet?” Liam asked.


  Pat checked her watch. “She’s there now. And having dinner with her parents afterward. They’re bringin’ her home.”


  “You have a few hours, then?” Dylan’s tone had changed to mischief. That was never good.


  “I do, why?”


  “The pub’s closed for the afternoon. We got Sinead, Hogan and us four. How about some three-on-three basketball in the backyard?”


  “Maybe.” Pat snorted. “Just so you don’t let me win.”


  Dylan raised his chin to them. “Me, Hogan and Aidan against you three.”


  “You’re on.”


  “We’re gonna whip your ass, big brother.”


  Pat grinned. God, he’d missed this.


  
    oOo

  


  The counselor’s office on Park Avenue had a beautiful view of the city, white leather couches, high ceilings and a wood floor. Carolyn Adams herself resembled a younger Susan Sarandon. Her red hair was curly, and she had dynamic brown eyes. Which were now filled with sympathy. “I read the news of your abduction, Brie. But I’d like you to explain it to me in your own words.”


  “I really don’t want to do that.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  “Because I’m not going to let anybody ruin my life.”


  “Good for you. Let’s start with an overview. If there’s anything you can’t say aloud yet, skip over it.”


  She could do this. She could. In halting sentences, Brie began with how Jonathan Forbes called her the morning after her fight with Pat and she went out to Long Island alone. “After they drugged me, they said they thought I was Francesca, but only Jonathan believed that. Harlan was playing along because he’d been hired by Phillip Carson to put this bizarre plot into play.”


  “Do you feel sorry for Jonathan?”


  “You know, I do. The poor man was on the edge of reality for a long time. His nephew capitalized on that. Manipulated him. That’s unforgivable.”


  “The television said Jonathan was admitted to a psychiatric facility and is undergoing evaluation.”


  “Yes. And Harlan’s in jail, like Phillip.”


  “That must give you some comfort.”


  “I feel safe anyway.” She scanned the room. “The worst part was being drugged, being out of control.”


  “Tell me about that.”


  “I’m not sure I remember everything. I was in a daze a lot.”


  “How awful.”


  She told Carolyn that they dressed her in Francesca’s clothes. And she had no memory of who did it. She shivered as she recalled waking up in satin and lace.


  “That must have been terrifying.”


  After about fifteen minutes of relating more details, Brie sagged back into the couch. “I can’t go further today, Carolyn. I’m sorry.”


  “This is plenty for the first session.” She glanced at the clock. “We still have time left. Fill me in on Patrick and the kids. The good things in your life.”


  That was something Brie could do.


  Since the session ended on a happy note, Brie did feel better. She made an appointment for three days later. “Maybe I’ll be stronger.”


  “Don’t say that. You’re strong now. But talking about this might get easier.”


  Brie had agreed to meet her parents at a little bistro around the corner from the counselor’s office. She walked into the long narrow space, alive with chatter and clanking dishes, and saw her mother and father sitting at a table off to the side. She approached them. “Hi, Mom and Dad.”


  Her father stood and kissed her on the cheek. “Hello, honey.”


  She hugged her mother, then sat.


  “So, did the counseling go well?” her dad asked. She was surprised at the question. Usually, they avoided difficult topics.


  “It did. I’m going back for as long as it takes.”


  “That’s good.” Her mother searched her face. “You look better.”


  “Food, family and rest, I guess.”


  “Are you hungry?”


  “Yes. Let’s order.”


  Brie chose a turkey burger and a salad. They ate, talking about the kids, new Broadway plays, nonsense. When dinner was finished, Mariana set down her fork and patted her mouth with a napkin. Brie noticed lines around that mouth—and her eyes—today. “We’d like to discuss something with you.”


  “I’m not moving in with you, Mom.”


  “No, it isn’t that. We were foolish to ask you to leave Patrick and the kids.”


  Bracing his elbows on the table, her dad leaned forward. “Your mother and I found a place on Rockaway Beach we’d like to buy. Before you say anything, we won’t live there all the time. We’re keeping our house in the Hamptons and will visit the beach to be close to you. When we’re not in residence, we thought maybe you and the kids and Pat could use it as a getaway.”


  “What a great idea!”


  Her mother’s eyes teared. “Do you really think so?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Don’t you want to discuss it with Patrick?”


  “Should I?”


  “He might not want us so close.” Her mother glanced away. “We haven’t been kind to him over the years.”


  She took her mother’s hand. If there was good that came out of the kidnapping, it was Brie’s realization not to waste time. “Then you’ll need to work on that. We’ve all made mistakes.” She thought about Phillip and her history with him. “What’s important is to go on from here.”


  “You’re a lovely woman, Brie, to forgive.” Her dad’s eyes glistened. He pulled out his phone. “Want to see the house?”


  “I’d love to.”


  Another positive thing in her life, Brie thought as she scrolled though the pictures and listened to the familiar lilt her father’s voice.


  
    oOo

  


  Patrick felt like a new man after a good dose of his family, some heavy-duty exercise and a dip in the pool with the kids. He’d ordered a pizza for them, then gotten the kitchen cleaned up. Sinead and Sean had offered to have movie night with Kathleen, and Isabella was in bed when Pat saw Brie’s parents’ car pull into the driveway. All three got out, and he stepped onto the porch to greet them. “Hey,” he said to Brie, kissing her cheek. “How’d it go?”


  “The session was good. Mom, Dad and I had a nice meal. They wanted to talk to you for a minute.”


  He braced himself. Having vowed to be nicer to her parents, he gestured to the porch. “Take the swing.” He pulled a chair over from the other side for Brie, then leaned his backside against the railing.


  Joseph began. “I’m just going to say this out loud, Patrick. You were stalwart the whole time Brie was gone and never once were you unkind to us. Unfortunately, we can’t say the same for ourselves, then and in the past. I’m sorry we haven’t shown you that kind of generosity since you married Brie.”


  Pat nodded. He wasn’t going to say they weren’t unkind, because they had been.


  “We’re here to tell you how much we regret our behavior, and we’d like your forgiveness.”


  He didn’t even hesitate. “You have it. In spades. And, Joseph, as a father of a young man who’s got a serious girlfriend, I understand more your concerns for Brie back then.”


  Mariana’s eyes filled. “That’s nice of you to say.”


  “One more thing,” Joseph put in. “We want to purchase a house on Rockaway Beach.” He explained that they vowed not to interfere when they were in town and offered it for use to him.


  “Well, Sinead’s been dying to learn how to surf, so it all sounds good to me.”


  After a few more minutes of conversation, Brie’s parents stood—and shocked the hell out of Pat by hugging him. He realized that was the first time they’d ever shown any affection for him. It felt good.


  When they left, he and Brie took the swing. “Thank you for that,” she said, grasping his hand.


  “It makes me feel better to have a truce with them. Our differences have been so petty. You’re right, I’ve had grudges against them.”


  “They didn’t treat you well, Pat.”


  “Water under the bridge, darlin’.” He kissed her head. “Now tell me about the counselor.”


  She’d made progress, he thought as she explained her feelings and her intent to go back. “I’m glad, Brie. Really glad.”


  “Me, too.”


  They held hands for a while, watching dusk descend. Pat said, “Want to go in and watch some House of Cards?”


  She grinned at him. “And some Friday Night Lights.”


  “You’re on, doll.”


  “But one thing before we go.” Standing, she maneuvered herself onto his lap and looped her arms around his neck. Her body pressed against his, and he welcomed the embrace. “I want a kiss. Not a peck on the cheek. A real Patrick O’Neil kiss.”


  He could have wept with relief. He knew she wasn’t up to making love with him, which was understandable. But a kiss would be just fine, he thought as he lowered his head to hers.
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  Ten days later


  “I’m ready,” Brie told Carolyn at their third session.


  “To tell me all of it?”


  “Yes.” She bit her lip. “I wasn’t raped. It never went that far, though right at the end, I was terrified it would. And once, Harlan touched me.”


  “What did he do?”


  “He unlaced one of those awful nightgowns and splayed his hand over my chest. Then Jonathan came in.”


  “That must have been awful.”


  “It was. I thought for sure he’d go further if I was there much longer.”


  “It didn’t?”


  “Not with him. But the day Pat and Jack Masters came to the house, Phillip must have had a sense that he was going to be caught. Before they arrived, he touched me intimately.”


  “Everywhere?”


  “Just my breasts. I was drugged but when I woke up, he was in the act.”


  “Could you fight back?”


  “I started screaming bloody murder and scratched the hell out of his face. Harlan came running up so nothing happened.” Her eyes teared. “But it could have.”


  Carolyn leaned forward to grasp Brie’s hands. “Look at me, Brie. Nothing happened. But even if it had, you would have been strong enough to deal with it. Truly, it’s foolish to suffer over something that didn’t happen.”


  “I know.” She remembered Pat’s words. Sometimes, you gotta get the demons out in the open to get rid of them. “Now that I say it aloud, it isn’t even that bad.”


  “It was bad for you. Given the circumstances, you were in real danger.”


  “I was. But I don’t want to suffer over the ordeal anymore. That’s why I told you.”


  “Good. What did Patrick say?”


  “He hasn’t pushed me to talk about anything, but I can tell sometimes by the way he looks at me that he wonders.”


  “Ah.”


  “And we haven’t made love since I came home, though we’ve had a couple of pretty hot kisses.”


  The counselor smiled. “That’s nice. You should make love only when you’re ready.”


  “Yes, I know. But I miss him.”


  “Something to think about, then. So, do you want another session?”


  “Uh-huh. Let’s make it longer in between, though.”


  “Fine. I’d like to discuss some PTSD symptoms that you should look out for.”


  Brie’s brows rose.


  “A lot of people have PTSD after they’ve experienced a trauma like yours.” It made sense, Brie guessed.


  As she drove to Sophie’s house, she was still thinking about nightmares, certain smells which triggered a panic and uncommon outbursts of anger.


  She considered the two weeks she’d been home. She’d had nightmares that scared Patrick. Once, she dropped a jar of peanut butter on the floor and swore like a trooper. And when Irene made tea, Brie’s stomach cramped at the familiar scent of citrus.


  She turned her thoughts to her sisters-in-law. The O’Neil women were having a late lunch, and Brie was anxious to be with them as a group, as they’d done so many times before. Right now she needed normalcy.


  The outside of Sophie and Liam’s house sported brand new siding, but the inside was still torn up. Walls had been knocked down; new ones were being erected. So Brie found the three of them on the patio, around a circular umbrella table, which was new, sipping lemonade. “Hi, there.”


  Greetings all around, then Brie sat. She zeroed in on Rachel. “How are you?”


  “As I told you, your situation made me deal better.”


  “I’m glad you’re okay.”


  Rachel nodded to the carriage off to the side. “I even held Katie before you got here.”


  “Wow.”


  “But we decided not to talk about pregnancy for a bit.” This from Sophie, who squeezed Rachel’s hand.


  “Good idea. And you know what? I don’t want to talk about the kidnapping, either, if that’s okay.”


  Rachel added, “Just tell us if the counselor is helping.”


  “Very much so. I’m not going every three days anymore. I feel stronger, healthier.” She nodded to the magazine on the table. “So, what’s that doing here?”


  “Liam brought it home for me. There’s an article about Irish men in there.”


  C.J. giggled. “And a sex quiz called, ‘How far do you really want to go?’”


  Brie just stared at the magazine.


  C.J. slapped her hand on her head. “I’m sorry, Brie. We don’t know what happened to you. If this makes you uncomfortable…”


  She raised her chin. “I wasn’t raped. Phillip tried to do some things, right at the end, but I almost clawed his eyes out.”


  “Thank God.” Rachel squeezed her hand. “We were worried.”


  “I couldn’t talk about it until today.” She nodded to the magazine. “And some sexy discussion might be just what I need right now.”


  The all laughed. Then Sophie got pens and paper from inside and began to read aloud. “What’s one intercourse position that you haven’t tried but would like to?”



  In deadpan, C.J. said, “The staff gets right to the point, don’t they?”


  “Yeah, these are gonna be hard,” Sophie added.


  Rachel cleared her throat, and there was a mischief on her face. “We might have trouble getting inside the material.”


  And so the lovely afternoon began.


  
    oOo

  


  Pat got home late that night. Sinead and Sean were with Hogan at Dylan’s house, and Kathleen was spending time with Mikey. Irene would have gone home hours ago. He was looking forward to some alone time with Brie. God, he missed her sexually—yeah—but more so, he missed the closeness that intimacy brought. But he wouldn’t push her. He wasn’t some young kid who couldn’t control his hormones.


  After setting the keys in the tray on the kitchen counter, he wandered through the house and up the stairs. First, he stopped in Isabella’s room, but she wasn’t in the crib. Well, they’d have a baby sleeping with them tonight.


  But when he opened the bedroom door, there was no baby inside. Just the strong scent of something so sexy he immediately got hard. Then he heard splashing sounds in the bathroom. He went to the doorway and saw his wife, her head and creamy shoulders the only visible things above mounds of soapsuds. She had her hair piled up on her head and her eyes closed.


  He had to clear his throat. “You look beautiful.”


  She opened her eyes when he spoke. And smiled. “This feels so good, I almost can’t stand it.”


  “Go ahead and relax, babe.” He needed to leave the bathroom because just the sight of her in that tub made his whole body tighten.


  “Pull the chair over to the tub.”


  Shit. Gritting his teeth, he dragged it over. “Wanna talk?”


  “For a minute. The counseling session went well. Really well.” A hand snaked out from the suds and grabbed his. “I want to tell you what happened to me in those three days.”


  Finally. But his heartbeat sped up. The thought of her at their mercy… “Okay.”


  “I wasn’t raped. I wish I could have told you before, because I know you were worried.” She explained quickly what had happened.


  Fire burned in his belly and not from desire. “I’d like to beat Carson to a pulp.”


  “Anything else you want to know?”


  “Do you want to tell me anything else?”


  “No, I’d told you most of the other stuff.”


  “Good.”


  “We need to put that behind us now, Patrick.”


  “Whatever you want, lass.”



  She grinned. “Whatever I want? Then get that sheet of paper over on the counter.”


  That was a non sequitur. Unless… “Did you write me a note about this?”


  She shook her head. “Just get the paper and the magazine with it.”


  When he retrieved them, she said, “It’s a Cosmo quiz the girls and I had some fun with today at Sophie’s.”


  “Ah.”


  She smiled—mysteriously this time. “I already took the quiz, so you read the questions aloud and answer them.”


  Oh, hell, how was he going to stand this? His jeans were already uncomfortable. They’d read articles, books, seen videos and even taken a few quizzes from Cosmo before, but those sessions always ended in some very hot sex.


  He glanced down at the magazine, open to the right page. “Number one, ‘What intercourse position have you always wanted to try?’” He winked at her. “You mean we missed one?”


  “You know, I couldn’t answer that, either. So I took out The Kama Sutra when I got home. It’s on page thirty-six.” She nodded again the counter.


  He grabbed the book that he’d missed. Fumbled with the pages. He tipped the book on its side, then upside down. “Holy shit, Brie. Is this even possible?”


  She laughed and so did he.


  “Go on to number two.”


  “‘If you had to pick a sex toy to use with your partner, what would it be?’” He glanced over at her. “You mean other than the ones we got?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Handcuffs,” Pat confessed, then ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t even know where that came from.”


  “Mine’s body paints.”


  “Didn’t we get some one time?”


  “Yeah, but I think we put them in the church garage sale.”


  “What ?”


  “Just kidding. They got lost in years of babies and overwork.”


  “I should start making a list of what to buy.” He glanced back down. “All right, number three is ‘Where do you want to make love that you never have?’”


  “I put on the swing on the front porch. We’d have to practice, though.”


  He threw down the pen. “Brie, what is all this leading up to?”


  Her gaze was clear, direct and loving. “I want to make love with you, Patrick.”


  Pat bolted up from the chair.


  Kicked off his shoes.


  And stepped into the tub.


  “What are you…? Pat you have your clothes…”


  Ignoring her protest, he knelt between her legs and covered her body with his. Suds and water soaked him and sloshed over the side, drenching the floor.


  She laughed and laughed as he kissed her neck, her cheeks, her hair. Gently he rubbed her arms. “I’ve missed you a ghrá. A lot.”


  “Me, too, love. I missed you, too. Now find a way to get us out of here so we can do this right.”


  “Oh, we’ll do it right.” Then he sobered. “We’ll do a lot more right from now on, I promise.”


  “I promise, too. I’m glad we have the time.”


  “Always and forever,” he whispered in her ear. “Always and forever.”
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  Two years later


   


  Keuka Lake glistened in the afternoon sun as the rays kissed the water and the waves gently lapped on the shore. The five O’Neil siblings sat in an assortment of chairs and chaises and watched their children play in the water or doze in cribs.


  In a glider which fit two people, Bailey sat close to her husband and nudged his bare knee with hers. “Happy?” she asked.


  “More than I could have imagined.” Clay, tanned and gorgeous as ever, glanced over at the two Secret Service agents several feet away. “Even that isn’t so bad.”



  Just then Mitch Calloway got up and crossed to them. “When are you going in the water, Clay? I’m getting hot here.”


  “Soon. Lipton doing okay with the kids?”


  “Yep, especially now that Tyler can swim. Your nanny’s in charge of them anyway.” Their reliable Anika had retired and Bailey hired a dynamic thirty-year-old named Linda to help out.


  Mitch jammed his hands in his pockets and stared out at the lake.


  “Admit it, Calloway. You like being casual with the family.” Clay winked at Bailey. “That and the cute little redhead I’ve seen you with when you’re off duty make this assignment perfect for you.”


  Mitch laughed. “I like both.” He took a bead on Clay. “How are you doing with civilian life?”


  “I love it. Teaching is challenging and enjoyable, and cookin’ dinner for my wife when she gets home from a hard day’s work is fun.”


  When Clay decided not to seek a second term, Bailey made plans to take over Guardian, the homeless shelter for ex-gang members that they’d fought over what seemed like eons ago. Though Clay taught political science at George Washington University, he often worked with the gang kids who needed a man in their lives—and were impressed that an ex-president would bother with them. Being around the shelter had helped him feel less worried about her. Even Mitch, who’d decided to get out of the White House rat race, too, and become Clay’s personal agent, had taken an interest in Guardian, as he had to accompany Clay everywhere. Bailey was happy with all of it, and thrilled when his vice president, Lindsay McMann, won the presidential election and made women’s and children’s issues a priority.


  Dripping wet, Patrick approached them with a squirming Isabella in his arms. “I can hardly corral this one.”


  “Uncle Clay. Hold me.” Isabella had developed a little-girl crush on the former president.


  He held out his hands. “Want me to take her so you can go play volleyball?”


  “Nah, we’re done.” He nodded to Irene, who was making her way down the slope from the house. They were so lucky to still have her in their home. “Anyway, Irene’s comin’ after her to get some juice. She’ll be back.”


  After Pat handed off Isabella to Irene, he kissed his sister. “It’s so good to have you around, kiddo.”


  “Thanks, Paddy.”


  Pat joined his brothers for a beer, closer to the lake. They’d set up a row of chairs so they had a good view of C.J., Rachel, Brie and Sophie sunning themselves on the dock of the Wainwright property. They were also keeping an eye on the kids. “Man, those women make a sight out there together, don’t they?” Pat commented.


  Dylan laughed. “They are beautiful.” Just then Brie stood, all svelte and healthy, and dived into the water. She came up right near Sinead and Laurie, lounging in an inner tube big enough for two. “You guys nervous about the wedding?”


  “No, it’s gonna be simple. I’m glad they waited until graduation.” Pat sighed. “Besides, everything’s easier when you work part-time.”


  In a huge move that had affected all their lives, Pat had convinced his brothers and Pa to sell half the pub to Sweeney and his son, Joey. Liam still worked there, although Gale was now in charge of the kitchen. Jamie Ralston had become a drill sergeant to the wait staff they’d hired. Pat put in three days a week. Aidan and Dylan only worked in emergencies. Since business was still booming because of Bailey and Clay, money wasn’t a problem.


  “You don’t get bored?” Dylan asked.


  “Nah. Since Brie’s only working a few days a week, too, we have the time to spend together. We’re volunteering at a local battered women’s shelter and a soup kitchen. I forgot how good that kind of work feels.”


  The conversation ended when two whirlwinds raced up to Dylan. One said, “Pa-Pa, Ma-ma says to come in.”


  Dylan ran a hand over his son’s dark head. “I will, Fathi. Soon.”


  “Now, please,” Nizar begged.


  Dylan bit back the emotion welling inside him. He couldn’t help it, even after two years, he still got choked up over the Syrian twin boys Rachel had brought home after a trip to their native land. The orphanage that she and Bailey sponsored was up and running, but to Dylan, the real gems of the venture were the five-year-olds.


  Hogan walked over, holding hands with his new girlfriend, Susie. The boy was sixteen and driving. His mother Stephanie had moved to France, so he lived with Dylan and Rachel permanently in a big house in Rockaway, near Pat.


  Each of the teenagers had picked up a twin. “Time for some dunking, guys,” Hogan threatened.


  The kids squirmed. Laughed out loud. And Dylan got teary eyed again.


  “Look, the famous writer is a sissy,” Aidan teased from next to him.


  Dylan had had good fortune in his career, too. His first novel about himself and Rachel and the O’Neils had been a bestseller. Because Rachel took a job as assistant editor of NSNBC, he wrote the next two alone, a series of political thrillers that Clay and Mitch helped him plot out.


  Liam nudged Aidan. “Look who’s talking. You’re the biggest crybaby in the world.”


  “How dare you say that to an award-winning photographer?”


  It was true. Aidan’s career had skyrocketed after he’d won the International Photographer of the Year Award. He had more work than he could handle, but Liam treated him as a baby brother.


  “You’re still a crybaby.”


  “Yeah, like you didn’t cry when you found out Sophie was pregnant again.”


  “At least she has C.J. to keep her company.” Both women were expecting their second child, unplanned in each case, but nonetheless celebrated.


  Aidan’s gaze turned to the dock where his and Liam’s wives, both in maternity suits, talked. Heads bent, wearing their hair longer than either of them ever had before, they looked almost saintly.


  “At least it’ll keep them out of danger.”


  Sophie had taken a permanent job, which had regular hours and was safer, at the Fire Academy, and C.J. was benched from any protective duty.


  Liam sobered. “C.J. seems happier these days.”


  “It’s been two years,” Aidan responded.


  There had been dark days in the Ludzecky family when C.J.’s twin sisters’ husbands, out together at a Syracuse basketball game, had been hit by a drunk driver on the way home and died on the spot. “Everybody’s healing. They’re excited about the new baby.”


  Just then Aidan saw his parents come out of the house, holding hands. In an unexpected move, his mother had gone out to the Ludzecky home in Queens, befriended Matka and helped her for the better part of the year take care of her family. Aidan had never loved her more.


  Rising from his chair, he met his parents halfway down the slope. When he reached them, Pa mumbled something about not needing help to walk, but Mama grasped his arm. “My boy,” she said and kissed him on the cheek.


  He managed to get Pa to loop his other arm over his. “We were looking at your photos, son, the ones that Bailey’s hung on her walls. Pretty nice stuff, I want you to know.”


  Aidan’s heart warmed. He had so much joy in his life, but Pa’s accolades still meant a lot.


  Mary Kate O’Neil took her husband’s arm when they reached the shore and left Aidan. They walked a distance away and stood staring at the water.


  “Now, we should have a picture of that,” Paddy said, nodding to the lake.


  All four boys had gone down to the shore, as well as Bailey and Clay, and gotten in the water with their kids.


  Pa pulled a small camera out of his pocket. He couldn’t believe that he’d taken such interest in Aidan’s photography that Aidan had bought him a simple camera and had taught him some basics. “It’s not fancy like our boy’s, but it’ll do the job.”


  First, he snapped a shot of his girl, Bailey Anne. She and the former president, in the water and accompanied by a Secret Service agent, dunked Rory, threw Angel up in the air, watched Tyler swim.


  Next, Pa zeroed in close on Aidan, in the shallow water with C.J. as their two-year-old, Katie, splashed in front of them. C.J.’s rounded belly signaled even more new life.


  Out farther, Paddy caught a picture of his famous novelist son and his journalist daughter-in-law, hugging their twins and protecting them from Hogan. Those two little boys made grandpa happier than the dickens.


  His gaze turned to Liam, one of the best men he’d ever met, as he cuddled Sophie and watched his two kids, Cleary and Mike, push their little sister, Shannon, around on a float.


  And then there was his eldest son, Patrick, his namesake and the child he’d had the most conflict with. They were both at fault, though. Paddy himself had been stubborn. And that boy was hard-headed. But he’d learned to bend and compromise, especially with his wife, who he was holding over the water, ready to dump her in. Paddy snapped a shot of the exact moment when he let go.


  Then he turned to his own love of his life and held up the camera.


  “What are you doin’, Paddy?”


  “Takin’ a final picture of the woman who gave me all those O’Neil children.”


  “Go on,” she said, waving her hand, but she smiled pretty when he took the shot.


  He walked to her and gave her a kiss on the mouth. “Thanks for stayin’ by my side, Katie, me girl. For all of this.” He gestured to the lake.


  Mary Kate moved into her husband’s arms and sighed. “They’re a blessing, Paddy. A true, true blessing.”


  “That they are, lass. That they are.”
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  Dear Readers,


   


  I have to say, I’ve loved Patrick O’Neil right from book one. I’m not sure why I’m partial to him. Though I love all my O’Neil guys and Bailey especially, Patrick stole my heart. Maybe it’s because he’s so serious, so intense, so determined to protect his family, both nuclear and extended. Maybe it’s because I’ve never known a man who loved his wife more than Pat loves Brie. Maybe it’s because the story explores such a dilemma--how two people have forged an unbreakable bond but still can’t seem to find peace in their relationship.


  As for Brie, it wasn’t hard to get inside the head of a woman who loves her husband so much she tolerates his insecurities and his flaws. Most of the time. But I was glad Brie stood up to Pat, as well, and argued for her point of view. She’s so human. And good. Personally, I liked and admired her.


  One last point: Yes, the events in the book are dramatized. I mean, who knows a U.S. president this well? Then there’s the intrigue plot in the last half of the book that doesn’t happen to ordinary people. Yet at the same time, Pat and Brie are your next door neighbors, your barkeep, the woman who organizes your house and volunteers at school. Perhaps that explains why the series has touched so many hearts: they are us at our best and at our worst. I know I will miss them.


   


  Kathy Shay
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    If you liked this book, you might want to post a review of it at Amazon.

  


   


  
    Check out the other books in the O’Neil Family trilogy:
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  SOMEONE TO BELIEVE IN Follow New York Senator Clay Wainwright and anti-gang specialist, the Street Angel, Bailey O’Neil as they battle over how to control street gangs and unexpectedly fall in love. Amazon
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  CLOSE TO YOU Follow brother-in-law of the vice president Aidan O’Neil and Secret Service Agent CJ Ludzecky as they travel the fine line between professional ethics and falling in love. Appearances by characters from SOMEONE TO BELIEVE IN. Originally published by Berkley Press “Kathryn Shay writes believable characters you can't help falling in love with.” The Romance Reader Connection Amazon
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  TAKING THE HEAT If ever there was a mismatch, it’s staid, solid Liam O’Neil and risk-taking firefighter Sophie Tyler. When passion and eventually love consume them, there’s no denying their need to be together. Amazon
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  HIGH STAKES Back by popular demand…The O’Neil Family. Dylan O’Neil’s Achilles heel is his family. He’ll do anything to protect them. Rachel Scott, a cable newscaster, seems to offend and even hurt them with her news coverage. As bitter enemies, Dylan and Rachel clash publically. But when attraction between them flares, can they work out a lasting relationship with the entire O’Neil clan against them? Amazon
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    A Firefighter story by Kathryn Shay

  


  
    Chapter 1

  


  Dreading the news he was about to give, Captain Gabe Malvaso stared out at his group of firefighters, who sat in the big couches and stuffed recliners of the common room of Firehouse 7. In the back by the door to the kitchen stood the Hidden Cove Fire Department brass. His men and women trusted him, and so far in his eight years as their officer, he hadn’t had to deliver any bombs about cutbacks. From the rear, his cousin Mitch, now a battalion chief, nodded his encouragement.


  Gabe cleared his throat. “Let’s get started. There’s been a lot of rumors going around and you can probably tell from Chiefs Malvaso and Erikson being at this little gathering that something’s coming down. And yeah, it’s what you expect.”


  Murmurs rumbled through his group: Felicia White, his serious, aloof lieutenant who he already talked to about this; his paramedic, Brody O’Malley, a lively ladies’ man that everybody liked; firefighters Tony Ramirez, quiet and excellent at his job, Sydney Sands, their feisty rookie and, finally, Rachel Wellington—sometimes called Princess because of her classy background. She was a good firefighter and sensible at work.


  And with her steel-blond hair and wide eyes, she was about the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. That had been causing Gabe problems for a while now.


  O’Malley spoke up first. “So, somebody’s going to get the ax on Rescue 7, right Cap?”


  “Yep. And on Quint and Midi 7, too.” Those were the other two rigs in the firehouse, the first performing fire rescue operations, the latter a medical truck. The groups who rode them also had separate officers. “They’re having their own meeting. But we’re all cutting back on each shift.”


  Sydney, the group member with the least experience at the on the squad, shook her head. “Oh, hell!”


  “Syd, you’ll still have a job, though it’ll be another station house. You have some seniority in the department as a whole; plus we’re expecting retirements soon.”


  She lifted her chin to keep up a good front, but her young face tensed, telling Gabe she was upset. The twenty-three-year-old already had had a lot of tough stuff to deal with in life. “I’ll have to break in a new bunch of clowns.”


  The others didn’t joke. Theirs was a special group, an experiment in affirmative action. Their rescue squad, which went to every fire in their area, was comprised of three men and three women to demonstrate how liberated the department was and to promote the recruitment of women. So far, after eighteen months, the experiment had worked well.


  From behind Sands, Tony Ramirez put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it. She covered his briefly with hers. The two often paired up inside a building and they’d become fast friends.


  “I know this is hard for all of us,” Gabe added. “But we got no choice, guys.”


  “Yeah, we don’t have to like it, though.” O’Malley’s tone was angry. Brody was a good guy but he couldn’t censor his words, and he caused Gabe grief from time to time.


  “Chief Erikson is here today to give you some more information on what’s gone down.” He nodded to the back of the room where Cal stood with Mitch. “Ready, Chief?”


  “As I’ll ever be.” The tall, powerfully built man strode to the front with a commanding presence.


  “Hi, all. I’m not going to mince words. You’ve heard the rumors. For budget reasons, the mayor’s cutting ten percent of the fire department. But it gets worse. The town newspaper, the Hidden Cove Courier, which recently went to online publication, has been running a daily blog by a reporter, Parker Allen. She named the thing Make It Right, which galls me. Of course, she’s in full agreement with the cutbacks but wants more of our hide.”


  O’Malley raised his hand.


  “Yeah, Brody, what?”


  “Hell, Cal, firefighters were everybody’s heroes when our guys ran into the towers on 9/11. Now we’re just another organization to be cut.”


  At the mention of 9/11, everybody went silent. The events of that day had changed Americans, none more than firefighters. Gabe and several members of the HCFD had gone down ten years ago to work at the pile, and some of the people sitting before him had lost relatives or close friends.


  Cal’s expression was grim. “Life isn’t fair, I know.”


  “I don’t mean any disrespect, Chief. Honest. But it galls me where the government chooses to cut. My brother Ryan says the same thing is happening in the police department. Ten percent across the board.”


  “I know about the HCPD and I don’t like it any more than you do. And you’re not going to like what else Lois Lane is bitching about.”


  More grumbling. Gabe didn’t know what the chief was referring to.


  “She’s making noise in that blog of hers about our downtime. She wonders why people see us in supermarkets shopping together”—because it was the only way to get groceries for the meals they had to eat at the house—“and why we’re seen at Subway Station”— to have a freakin’ meal out once or twice—“and why we’re on Facebook and Twitter and other websites while on duty.”


  Felicia raised her hand. One thing Gabe liked about his second in command was that she only spoke when she had something to say.


  “Yeah, Lieutenant?”


  “I’m guessing we can be more circumspect about being seen too much around town for a while, but the Facebook thing is totally bogus. We’re always waiting for a call, and it can be tedious. No reason why we shouldn’t be online after we do housework and training.” Felicia wasn’t done. “I’d like to spearhead some kind of publicity campaign to have our routine better understood by the public.”


  “Good idea, Lieutenant.” The chief scanned the others. “Anybody want to work on that with Felicia?”


  Sands spoke up. “I will, even if I’m at another firehouse.”


  Wellington, who rarely said much, also jumped in. “I’d help, but then it’ll be the women taking over again. That sucks.”


  The guys laughed. Brody tossed out, “We volunteer Ramirez. He’s as pretty as the rest of you.”


  “All right, go for it,” the chief finished. “And I appreciate you not getting on me too badly. Believe me, the HCFD administrators are furious about the cuts and Allen’s crusade. That’s all I have to say.”


  Gabe went back to the front. “Why don’t you take an hour to decompress, shoot the shit about the news and then we’ll start housework.”


  They dispersed, except for Wellington. She stayed seated and looked over at him. Jesus, those eyes of hers about killed him sometimes. Though he couldn’t see their color from here, he knew they were hazel with specks of gold in them. He braced himself for the full onslaught of her presence—especially if she had on that bath lotion she wore after a shower—when she stood and took a step toward him.


  
    oOo

  


  Rachel was trying to stay away from the captain of her group, really she was, but she had to talk to him now. She only hesitated because he was visibly upset. He’d lost kids in fires—a firefighter’s worst nightmare—and once when a tanker crashed, spilling gasoline all over a highway, he’d laid foam on the flames with a steady hand. Even when the red devil reignited, it hadn’t fazed him. Now, he was concerned for his group, and he wasn’t afraid to let it show. Which was one more thing that she found unbelievably attractive about him.


  Rachel stood and crossed the short distance to Gabe. “Hey, Cap.”


  Up close, those dark chocolate eyes focused on her intently, sparking with remnants of anger in them. His brown hair was a little longer than he usually wore it. And damn it, his woodsy aftershave filled her head.


  “Hey, Wellington.”


  “I, um, wanted to ask what housework I’m assigned today, because I’m taking two extra days of furlough besides our four days off. I’m leaving at noon. Not a good time, I guess, to do that.”


  “It’s fine. This shit with the reporter is making me crazy, but I refuse to deny my squad the time they need off for doctor’s appointments or the like.”


  “Thanks. I’ll do my chores now if you tell me what they are.”



  “Felicia made up the list today. It’s already posted.”


  “Oh, okay.” She hesitated, not wanting to leave him yet. That had happened a lot lately. “I’m sorry you had to be the bearer of bad news.”


  Sighing, he shook his head. “I can’t believe society is so down on us after all those accolades in 2001. Hell, some states are even trying to take away our collective bargaining rights.”


  “People always go back to their old ways when a crisis is over.”


  He gave her a little smile that jump-started her heart. “You’re pretty young to be that cynical, Wellington.”


  “I’m older than my years. In any case, you did a good job, like your cousin said.”


  “Thanks.” She was shocked when he reached out and touched her arm. Oh, he showed affection to other group members, but rarely to her. “Is everything okay? With the time off you need? You’re not sick, are you?”


  “Nope, it’s a family thing.”


  Cocking his head, he studied her, his intense gaze making her nerves jitter. She tried not to fidget. “You’ve been working here eighteen months and we still don’t know much about your family.”


  “That’s okay. You don’t want to. You’re lucky to be part of the Malvaso clan.” She gave him a weak smile. “I’ll head out.”


  He nodded. “Take care, then.”


  Rachel left, thinking about the Malvaso family gatherings and the fun escapades they had together, which were legend in the department. But comparing her family to them wasn’t the worst part of being around Gabe Malvaso.


  Her main concern was that she had the hots for her captain. Her feelings were totally unprofessional, not to mention more than stupid for a woman in today’s fire department.


  
    oOo

  


  The abandoned building on Jay Street was already filled with smoke when Rescue 7 pulled up to the site. As soon as the truck stopped, Gabe hopped off and headed to Incident Command. In five minutes, his group was inside the building. The interior of the former department store consisted of large open spaces, which might make finding trapped victims easier. The fire was rolling, but the smoke wasn’t yet thick enough to blind them, as often happened. “Keep your gear tight and SCBA secure,” Gabe said through the radio attached to his face mask. “It’ll be bitchin’ hot in here, but don’t loosen up.”


  Though their turnout gear was heavy, they needed the fireproof protection of helmet, bulky coats, pants and bunker boots. Air tanks, of course, were vital.


  They went slow, all six of them. When they’d gone about twenty yards into the room, Gabe spotted a stairway leading to the second floor. “White, take Sands up with you. See if Truck 5 needs some help on search and rescue. O’Malley and Ramirez go left on this floor. Wellington, you’re with me.”


  They separated and Gabe said a brief prayer that his group would be safe. He led the way through another corridor and reached an open doorway. The basement. “Stay here, Wellington, while I test the steps.”


  As soon as Gabe went down a step, he realized it was spongy. But when he took a few more, he realized the staircase was too unsteady to hold up. They’d need ropes and backup to check the basement.


  A loud boom rocked the building, then a second one. The entire structure shook, and the steps shifted beneath him. Gabe realized they were going to cave before he could get back up. When he turned to signal Wellington, he bumped right into her.


  In seconds, the staircase collapsed and they fell with it.


   


  
    If you liked this novella, you can read five more in AMERICA’S BRAVEST, on sale everywhere.

  


  
    oOo

  


   


  
    For notification of Kathryn’s new work and information about her books, be sure to sign up for her newsletter at http://on.fb.me/1bLS0bN.

  


  
    If you liked ALWAYS AND FOREVER, you might want to post a review of it at Amazon.
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