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Pop! Thwack, thwack, thwack.

“You have got to be kidding me!”

Meghan Doogan eased the tiny European car to the side of the road as the wipers swished back and forth frantically.

“This is what my life has come to?” She jammed the shifter into park and dropped her head onto the steering wheel. Tears finally seeped from her eyes. They had nothing to do with the flat tire that left her stranded on a country road in Ireland between Galway and Clifden amid a downpour. No, it was her crushed heart that caused the tears to fall. The flat was just one more thing piled on top of the disaster called her life.

Meghan gulped a deep breath as she gritted her teeth and straightened her back. She was lost. Adrift on the waves of the unknown.

As the rain beat harder against the windshield of the rental car, Meghan cut the engine. If only she could find peace on the other side of a good, long cry. Maybe it had been a bad idea to flee across the world from her home in Gilbert, Arizona.

She almost had no choice but to leave. Dad and Mom thought the trip would help her. Instead, Meghan felt utterly alone. Stranded in a foreign country. Grieving the loss of her dreams, her plan, and her future.

Letting out a loud sigh, she closed her eyes for a moment and pictured Jordan’s face four days ago at her firm’s awards dinner. Right before the program started, he turned to her and said the words that shattered everything. He couldn’t marry her.

In front of two hundred people.

Mortified, Meghan had fled the ballroom, her phone exploding with texts the entire way home.

Dad suggested that she take a vacation. Use the honeymoon tickets to Maui—the ones she’d bought without ever getting a firm wedding date. Relax on the beach. Pray. Cry. Eat ice cream for three meals a day. Whatever she needed. While Dad had a good point, Meghan couldn’t bear to go on her honeymoon without a husband. That would sit on her stomach about as well as chewing broken glass.

So she decided on Galway in County Galway, Ireland. About as opposite from Arizona or Hawaii as she could get.

Right about then, Meghan regretted that choice. Stuck on the side of the road in a rental car amid the most rain she’d seen in her life. Not a house or cottage, nor a person nearby. She hadn’t seen another vehicle on that stretch of road for a half hour or more.

Meghan dug her phone out of her purse and found the number for the quaint bed-and-breakfast she’d checked into yesterday. She tapped on it and waited for someone to pick up.

“Cairney Inn. How may I help you?” A woman’s voice answered.

“Mrs. Cairney? This is Meghan Doogan. Sorry to bother you, but my rental car has a flat.”

“Oh, Meghan. I told you to call me Maeve. Where are you?”

“I’m maybe a few kilometers from Clifden on the main road.” Kilometers were like miles, right?

“Do you remember a white cottage at the end of a lane, nestled in a valley?”

Meghan closed her eyes, trying to picture it. “No.”

“Were you headed to Clifden or on your way back?”

“Headed to.”

“Grand. You must be close to my in-laws. If you follow the road toward Clifden, you’ll come across their—”

The line went dead.

Of course. The battery on her phone died. And her power bank was neatly tucked into her backpack in the trunk.

She raised her eyes heavenward. “Any chance you could make an umbrella appear out of thin air?”

She waited a few seconds.

“Yeah. Just thought I’d try.”

Guess she’d have to walk to the Cairney’s place in the downpour. With little daylight left, Meghan worked up her courage and flung the door open. She unlocked the trunk and grabbed her backpack and suitcase. At least the backpack was waterproof. Or so she hoped. Living in the Arizona desert climate, she never tested it out.

By the time she started walking, the rain had soaked her to the bone. Her sneakers sloshed with each step as she set a brisk pace. The green mountain slopes eased into a breathtaking valley.

There it was! A white cottage a few yards—er, meters, off the main road.

Once she stood under the cover of the porch, she wiped a hand across her face to clear the water from her eyes. As she lifted her hand to knock on the door, it opened before her knuckles connected with the wood. A broad-shouldered man, the spitting image of the innkeeper’s husband, stood before Meghan. She looked up until her eyes connected with a pair of the most gorgeous green eyes she’d ever seen. Her throat went dry and words evaporated as his brawny arms encircled her.

_____

“Watcha making a fuss about, Riona?” Seamus Cairney asked his whiny border collie.

Riona barked and ran to the front door. Odd. He usually let her out the back door. Seamus glanced out the window. No vehicles in the lane.

When he turned back toward the kitchen, Riona pawed at the door. Seamus shook his head.

“Didn’t see anyone,” he said as he opened the door and stepped onto the porch.

His arms instinctively wrapped around the figure in front of him. When she dissolved into hysterical crying, her hand flattened over his heart. Seamus sucked in a quick breath and fought through the strange mix of feelings. Hadn’t he just wondered that morning if he ought to put himself out there again?

The lass slid her arms around his middle and squeezed him tight. For a heartbeat he stood frozen, torn between pushing her away and pulling her closer. No doubt she’d been through a terrible ordeal, bawling like that.

He patted her back with one hand and rested his other over the side of her head, just like Mam used to do when his sister was little. The gesture felt natural. Right, even.

Riona danced around them in circles and pressed against the side of the woman’s leg.

Seamus couldn’t ignore how perfectly she fit in his arms. How her head tucked just beneath his chin. How the warmth of her seeped through his shirt where her hand had pressed against his heart. Probably only noticed it because he’d been so very lonely lately. Three years should have been enough time for his heart to heal.

When her crying subsided to soft hiccups, she stepped back. Her arms dropped to her sides, and the cool air rushed in where her warmth had been.

‘Twas then he noticed the freckles. Lovely little constellations sprinkled across her mottled cheeks. He’d always had a soft spot for freckles. And those eyes—deep ocean-blue, shimmering with unshed tears. So enchanting they nearly stole his breath.

Seamus shook off the thought and glanced around for some sign of a car. Nothing.

“You must be a fairy,” he teased, forcing his voice light. “To have appeared out of thin air.”

She blinked up at him, those blue eyes going wide, and her shoulders sagged. “It’s been a long couple of days.”

Her accent hit him hard. American. Out in the middle of nowhere. On his front porch. In his arms. Surely she didn’t belong there.

Riona nudged his leg as the lass started to shiver.

“Come in.” He stepped back and held the door wide, trying not to notice how small she looked. How vulnerable. How his hands still tingled from holding her.

“Seamus, who’s there?” Mam called from the kitchen.

“Didn’t get her name yet.”

Mam entered the living room, wiping her hands on a towel. “Ara! You poor thing. Come, come. Seamus, grab her bag.”

After Mam pushed past him, she held out her hands to the stranger. Seamus yanked the bright pink suitcase inside and closed the door.

“Quick! Get the poor lass a towel.”

“Aye!” He hurried back with several towels, holding them out for the American lass.

“Thank you,” she said before she patted the water from her face and exposed arms.

Seamus studied the woman properly now. A good head and a half shorter than him. Long dark hair—hard to tell what color with it so waterlogged, but the lamplight caught hints of cherry-brown.

Those eyes, though. Bluer than the ocean on a sunny day. Yet sad. Relieved. And a touch heartbroken. Was a look he knew well.

“Sorry to drip all over your floor.”

“Ah, don’t worry. Let’s get you into something dry. Seamus, bring her bag.”

The lass’s freckles faded a little behind rosy cheeks.

“If you could show me to the bathroom...”

Seamus raised an eyebrow.

“Watercloset? Loo? Toilet?”

“Aye, the jacks are back this way,” Mam said.

The lass lugged her bright pink suitcase behind her. Seamus hurried to the closet and fetched the mop. Would make Mam happy if he wiped up the pool of water at the door.

When he finished, he lit a fire in the fireplace. Maybe the pretty American would like that. He scooted one of the wingback chairs closer to the warmth of the fire. There. Nice and cozy. Would make her feel better for sure.

His hands stilled on the chair back. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cared what made a woman comfortable. Hadn’t wanted to in three years. The realization unsettled him more than finding a crying lass on his porch.

A few minutes later, she returned, and he motioned for her to sit.

“Thanks again.”

“My name is Nerissa,” Mam said. “And this is my son, Seamus.”

“Oh, sorry. I’m Meghan. Meghan Doogan.”

Seamus offered her a smile. He’d always been partial to the name Meghan. It fit her.

“And this is Riona,” he said as his black and white border collie nudged Meghan’s hand.

“She’s so sweet. I always wanted a dog.”

“Tell us, Meghan, what brings you out in the rain?” Mam asked.

Meghan let out a long sigh. “I’m staying with a nice family back in Galway. When my rental blew a tire, Maeve told me about your place.”

Seamus’s smile faded to a frown, and ice settled in the pit of his stomach. Maeve. The woman who left him weeks before their wedding three years ago. For his brother, Cullen. His jaw twitched at the memory. He resisted the urge to touch the bump on his nose. Last time he’d spoken to Cullen it involved heated words and fast fists, resulting in Seamus’s broken nose. Never was the same after that.

The timer on the oven rang, so Mam excused herself to check on supper, leaving Seamus alone with Meghan. She propped her elbows on her knees and ran her hands through her long, damp hair near the warmth of the fire. He couldn’t tear his gaze away. The light brought out reddish-brown highlights. She’d changed into a pair of ripped jeans. Probably cost a fortune. Americans were odd like that. His gaze slid down to her cute bare feet with bright pink painted toenails before it traveled back up to her bright pink t-shirt. If he had to guess, she liked bright pink. The t-shirt had some odd characters and a phrase on it.

“It works on my machine?” he read it out loud.

Meghan laughed. “I’m a programmer and consultant. I work at my dad’s software consulting firm.”

Seamus raised an eyebrow.

Meghan wiggled her fingers as if she were typing. “Coder. You know, on a computer.”

“Aye.” He still didn’t understand, but he did like how her face brightened when she smiled. Made his heart beat a little faster.

“It’s just a thing we programmers say when someone tells us something doesn’t work and we can’t figure it out.”

She kept running her fingers through her hair. The more he watched her, the more he felt drawn to her. She had the coloring of an Irish lass. With the last name Doogan, she had to come from Irish ancestors.

“What brings you to Ireland, then?” he braved the question.

“I’m running away. From my fiancé. Well, ex-fiancé.”

Seamus stiffened. This American Meghan was just as bad as Maeve. Breaking some man’s heart. Trampling on every dream of his future. He couldn’t believe he’d fancied her for a few seconds while she’d been in his arms. 

He ground his jaw and mumbled some excuse before he grabbed his jacket and headed out to the barn. He needed the quiet company of Cian and Gyp. The two dogs looked up from their bed of straw as he stepped into the dry, earthy-scented barn. They didn’t ask questions, and they certainly didn’t run away when things got difficult. They just stood, tails low and expectant, waiting for their master to give the word.

In the morning, he’d drive out and find Meghan’s car. Change the tire and send her on her way. Back to Maeve and Cullen and her life of crushing men’s hearts.​
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Meghan stared at Seamus’s back as he stormed out of the room. She rolled her eyes. Guess he didn’t like her answer. Truthfully, she didn’t like it either. She would rather not have wasted so many years on a man who hadn’t loved her. And the embarrassing end to that relationship? Yeah, no one wanted to go through that.

She sighed as she leaned closer to the fire. At least her hardshell pink suitcase had kept her clothes dry. She ought to check on her laptop. See if it survived the downpour.

After she retrieved her backpack, she opened it and spread the contents onto the coffee table. Laptop looked dry. Power cord. Cool LED-lit vertical mouse. Power bank and cable. She plugged the cable into her phone and the power bank. It would be a while before it charged.

A phone in the kitchen rang, startling her. She listened as Nerissa answered. While she stowed everything except her charging phone, she listened to half the conversation.

“Maeve.” 

A few seconds of silence.

“Uh-huh. She made it here, so she did.” 

Pause.

“Seamus is after storming out. He’ll fix her car tomorrow. It’s far too late tonight.” 

Several seconds ticked by.

“You don’t say? Ah, sugar!” 

Nerissa’s voice grew softer.

“He left her? I see. Of course we’ll take good care of the lass.” 

When the call ended, Meghan stood in the kitchen doorway.

“Ah, you poor lass. That was Maeve. She said she had to give up your room, at least for tonight and tomorrow. Since a traveler was stranded in town and you were stranded here, Maeve asked us if we wouldn’t mind giving you a room for a few days.” 

Meghan sighed. Of course, something else would go wrong. She forced a smile to her lips.

“Thank you for your hospitality. Sorry to be an inconvenience.”

“Tis our pleasure.”

Meghan snorted before she could think better of it. “Didn’t seem like Seamus is too happy to have me here.”

Nerissa waved her hand. “He’ll be fine. He had his heart broken by his ex-fiancée close to their wedding day. Your story touched a nerve.”

Meghan twisted her lips into a grimace.

“Would you mind fetching him for supper? He’ll be in the barn.”

“Uh—”

“My raincoat is on the hook by the door. Umbrella next to it. Wear my wellies too. Riona will show you the way.”

The border collie nudged her hand, then paced behind her. So, she shrugged on the coat, stuffed her feet into the roomy boots, and popped open the umbrella. Riona barked and trotted through the muddy path toward the barn, stopping to look back to make sure Meghan followed.

When Meghan pushed open the door, Riona darted to Seamus’s side. The barn was warmer than she expected, smelling of hay and wool and something earthy she couldn’t quite name. Seamus stood at the pen railing
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