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Dedication 

To my dearest friend Shane, thank you for all your support,

without you, this book would never have been written.

You are the very best!
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LENNY AND I MET EACH other while working for a local grocery store. I was still in high school, and he was the frozen food manager. I was a part-time checker. We dated for three months when I found out I was pregnant. I was only seventeen. I told my mom, and her response was, “You better get married, so your dad doesn’t kill you.” I remember her voice when she said it. It was most definitely not out of concern for me.

We got married at a little church near the lake. I knew he drank some, but after we got married, he started drinking a lot. I left him several times. Finally, I had enough of his drinking and womanizing, so I asked for a divorce but not before we had three children.

"Mom? Do I have to go to dad's this weekend?" My youngest son hates going to his dad's, but the court order states he has to.

"Yes, Bub, you do. I'm sorry. But if you don't go, your dad will miss you terribly."

"No, he won't. He has his head up his girlfriend's ass."

"Language, Bobby! Seriously, where do you get that mouth of yours?"

"Dad." Bobby shakes his head and heads off to his room.

"Girls, let's go. You're going to make us late."

As a thirty-year-old single mom of three, my ex-Lenny, left me for a much older woman than him. And now the woman proceeds to make my life a living hell.

"Let's go guys! If I'm late, your dad will kill me."

"Mom... don't over exaggerate. He will not kill you." Remi, my oldest daughter of thirteen, is by far the more sensible child.

"Yes, but he would make me suffer. Now let's go. Everyone in the car."

"Seriously mom, I don't like dad's new girlfriend or her kids. They are weird." Morgan, my middle daughter, is usually relatively quiet. But since her dad's new girlfriend came into the picture, she’s been more vocal.

Once we are in the car, I look at all three of my beautiful children buckled into the backseat. "Okay guys, listen. I understand this is not the ideal situation. I know you don't like what's-her-name, but she is your dad's girlfriend. As long as they are together, you will respect her."

Sighs came from all three kids, and each one resolves not to say another word.

I adjust my rearview mirror and give a small sigh myself, "Here we go."
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I MEET MY EX-HUSBAND Lenny at a neutral location, so we don’t have to meet at either one of our homes. We live about forty-five minutes from each other and meeting in the middle is what works best.

I moved to my mom and dad's until I could find my own place. Now, I live in a small three-bedroom house on the wrong side of town. Still, it is all I can afford as an administrative assistant for the Vice President of Human Resources at the local hospital.

My ex had talked me into not pursuing college, spouting that he could take care of our kids and me, and I didn't have to worry. His drinking got to the kids and me. He spent all our money on alcohol, making us always behind on bills.

I worked different jobs trying to help, but daycare costs were terrible when the kids were little. After seven years of marriage, I finally said enough. Thank goodness for after-school programs that allowed my kids to stay until I get off work or when my mom could pick them up. I am now taking classes at the local college to be a teacher.

I pull into the station on the outskirts of a small town about twenty minutes from where we live. My ex isn’t here yet of course. He can be late, but I can't apparently. He has money to hire a lawyer. Again, I don't. He has taken me to court twice trying to prove me unfit, but he hasn't won either case.

"Mom, why is he always late?" Bobby asks.

"I don't know honey, just be patient, he'll be here."

"What are you going to do this weekend?" Remi asks.

"I'm going to hang out with some friends of mine and do some homework. Nothing much."

"Well, try to have some fun. You deserve to have fun, mom," Remi lovingly suggests.

"Thanks Remi, I'll try honey."

Lenny and his ugly as sin woman pull into the space next to mine. His new woman has short frizzy, curly hair that looks almost grey. Her turned-up nose, glasses the size of pop bottles, and boobs as big as Dolly Parton's, makes her damn ugly.

Everyone in my car sighs heavily before getting out of the vehicle. I step out of the car, hug and kiss each of my children, and watch them plop into the backseat of Lenny's car.

He doesn’t say a word to the kids or me, he just takes off as I wave to the kids. I sit here for a brief moment, holding back the tears. Finally, I put the car in gear and head home. When I get home, there is a message on my recorder.

"Hey girl, I have a friend that wants to go to the lake this weekend. Wanna go?" My friend Jasmine is a cute, younger girl that I got to know through work. I pick up the phone and dial Jasmine's number. "Hey Jazzy, when are you leaving for the lake?"

"Hey girl, in about two hours. My friend gets off work, and we are heading out. Come go with us." Jazzy excitedly says.

"Who is this friend? Do I know them?" I ask.

"Yeah, you met him a couple of times, it's Patrick."

"Oh my God, I love his Irish accent," I admit.

"I know. He's so damn funny. I love to listen to his stories."

I sigh, looking over at my homework that is due next Wednesday, and hear myself say, "Sure, I'd love to go."

"Great, we'll swing by and pick you up in about two hours."

"Okay, I'll get ready and throw a few things in a bag. Do I need to bring anything else?"

"Sleeping bag, and can we use your tent?" Jazzy asks.

I giggle. "Yeah, and I'll be ready."

"We'll stop and get ice, beer, and wine coolers at the store before we head out."

"Awesome! See ya in a bit."

We hang up, and I remember the handsome Irishman Jazzy mentioned.

It might turn out to be a better weekend than I initially thought.

What the hell was I thinking, agreeing to go to the lake? I need to stay home, do homework, clean my house, and get ready for next week. I don't have time to play around. But I would like to see that handsome friend of Jazzy's. 

“Damn, fuck, shit fire.” I throw my hairbrush across the room.

I continue my self-mantra, "Okay, woman, get it together. You can swim, lay around the lake and soak up the sun. Jazzy and Patrick can have all the fun.”

I shake my head and gather my shorts and tank tops, tossing them into the bag I pulled from the closet. A few minutes later, there is a knock at the door. I hear it open.

"Hey Nikki, we're here!" Jazzy shouts from the living room.

"I'm in my room, come on back."

Jazzy appears at the bedroom door, "Holy fucking shit, woman, you look good today! Dropped the kids off, didn't ya?"

"Yeah, but I look like I always do." I give her a sarcastic look.

"No, you look hot. Your hair is done, your makeup is all fixed, shit, even your fucking clothes are nice. New shorts?"

"No and stop it. Here." I shove my bag at my friend.

"Pissy much?" Jazzy asks.

"Sorry, I just have so much to do. I shouldn't have agreed to go to the lake for the weekend."

"Oh, come on, you always get your shit done and have time to spare. Let's go. Patrick is waiting in the truck."

"Fine, but I'm staying to myself. You two can have all the fun you want. I'm just going to lie around, get a tan and read my book."

"Fine, come on. We have to stop at the store to get ice and stuff."

I make one more sweep of the house to ensure everything is turned off and lock the door as I come out onto the porch. I remember Patrick as being damn good-looking, red-headed, and having a fucking hypnotic Irish accent.

Patrick is driving. Jazzy climbs into the middle of the truck's front seat and I jump into the passenger seat. He drives an old Chevy truck, but it runs. He seems to love this old truck.

Jazzy laughs at something Patrick says. "You remember Patrick, right Nikki?"

"Yes, it's nice to see you again, Patrick." I smile and put on my seatbelt.

"Paddy. Nice to see ya again, Nikki," Patrick says in his most adorable Irish voice.  

He smiles.

Oh hell, he has dimples too. How did I not notice that before? Damn mustache. Shit fire and holy hell. I just smile back at him and sit back in my seat. Stay calm and ignore them.

Patrick already has a beer between his legs. Jazzy is rambling on about something. I’m not really paying attention until Jazzy snaps her fingers in front of my face.

"Hey, Earth to Nikki. What's up with you today?"

"Nothing, just worried about my kids."

"Are you ready?" Patrick asks, smiling again.

"Yeah, let's go," Jazzy is off on another mouth vomit about something that didn't really interest me. She’s very self-absorbed. 

We stop at the store, get the necessary items, mostly beer and wine coolers, then head south to the lake. We are about halfway to the lake when Jazzy says she needs to pee and declares we stop at the local Dairy Queen.

Patrick agrees, "We can stop and get ice cream." He’s like a little kid and is very excited about ice cream. I look for my wallet and realize I don't have it, "Shit, where is my wallet?"

"You had it at the store. You didn't leave it, did you?" Jasmine asks with concern.

"I don't know, but I can't find it," I say with worry.

"I'll pull off up here. Maybe you left it in the back of the truck," Patrick says.

"Thank you, sorry," I apologize.

"No problem." Patrick shrugs. 

There is a clearing just up ahead, and Patrick pulls the truck over. We all three jump out and head to the back of the truck. Jazzy starts to climb into the back when I laugh, "Shit, how the hell?" My wallet is on the truck's bumper, just sitting there like we haven't moved and driven thirty miles.

Patrick freaks out. "Holy mother of God, how the hell did that thing stay on the rear? Fuckin' shit, that's awesome and weird." He laughs.

"At least she found it. We don't have to waste our time going back to town to look for it." Jazzy laughs.

"Thank God, shit, that has all my life in it. I would have died had I lost it."

We all pile back into the truck and laugh about the wallet all the way to the DQ. After stopping for ice cream, we continue to talk about the wallet incident as we make our way the next thirty miles to the lake. 

Patrick pulls the truck into the spot at the lake, Cumberland Cove. It is the best spot for fishing, swimming, and laying around. It has a nice little place to wade into the water, if you want. Plenty of trees and dead limbs lying around so a fire can be built.

Patrick and Jasmine unload the truck, and we get camp set up. He sets the tent up as Jazz and I watch in amazement. He can get it set up so fast. It always takes us hours to get it set up. Jasmine looks at Patrick, “How the hell did you get that up so fast?”

“I was a Boy Scout. We had a lot of camping trips, and this was one of those badges we had to earn,” he shrugs.

We all laugh.

I am determined not to watch Patrick anymore. I think Jazzy likes him, and I wouldn't do that to my friend. Besides, I don't date. I just use them when I need to get a nice release. Patrick is not a one-night stand kinda guy, I least I don’t think he is.

Patrick and Jazzy go into the water and play, splashing each other and laughing about something Patrick says. I hang out on the bank, watching them play in the water like two kids. Who am I fooling, they are kids...damn.

Jasmine Warren's cute blonde hair is cut in a short pixie style cut that is now plastered to her head from being dunked by Patrick. Jazzy is only twenty but has been a great friend. She helps me out with the kids, babysitting and stuff when I need some “me time.” We have become friends while working at the hospital. Jazzy graduated two years earlier from high school and continued on to a two-year college. She now works in the hospital as a licensed practical nurse.

Jazzy disappears under the water and comes up behind Patrick, jumping on his back and trying to get him down. Patrick McGregor is too stout and way too good at this game. He has Jazzy in front of him, throwing her a few inches away. She lands with a big splash in the water. Patrick looks up and sees that I am watching them, "Ah, come on in. The water's nice."

"You two go ahead and have fun. I'm fine."

Patrick looks at me with those sky-blue eyes and starts walking out of the water.

Oh, holy fucking hell.

The water glistens on his skin as the setting sun shows every ripple of the man's marvelous muscles. Patrick steps up next to where I am sitting in a lounge chair, water dripping from, well, everywhere, "You goin’ in, or am I haulin' your ass in myself?"

I look up at him. His smile says he is playing, but his eyes say he is serious, "You wouldn't dare."

"Ah, now you dare me. Damn woman, don't ya know nothin'? I take dares very seriously." 

His smile is hypnotic.

"Now, just stop right there." I put my hand up as I rise from my sitting position. It comes in contact with his chest. Oh, shit, damn, and fuck. He's hot, literally, and metaphorically.

The devilish grin he gives me is one that I should have feared, but I start backing away. Patrick reaches me in a couple of steps, hauls my ass over his shoulder, and heads for the water.

"Put me down, asshole," I yell and laugh simultaneously.

He swats my butt, "Not a chance, laisse."

We are in the water, and I go under in seconds. I come up laughing and sputtering. 

"Damn you, Patrick."

"Awe now laisse, ya look good wet," Patrick says.

I give him a funny look, wide-eyed, and stare, "What?"

"You're all wet. Lake? Water? Remember?" He looks at me with curious eyes.

"Yeah, I... remember... damn it." I decide that being in the water is way better than being on the sidelines.

We play in the water for a couple of hours before we get out and fix some sandwiches. Afterward, we lay around relaxing. Jazzy is giving Patrick a hard time about something. Again, I wasn't really listening. I’m not sure if I really ever listen to Jazz.

"What do you think, Nikki?" Jazzy pops off.

"Huh, um... sorry, I was in my own world again. I'm not much company, guys." 

"It's okay. You're going through a bunch of shit right now. Just relax. We'll leave you alone," Jazzy says.

"Oh, I'm fine. Life will go on, or so I've been told."

Patrick seems concerned, "Is there someone I should go beat the shit out of? Anything we can help with, Nikki?"

I laugh, "No, no beating anyone up. And no, not really, Paddy, but thanks. I'll figure it out."

The rest of the weekend seems to fly by. We talk, swim, eat, and drink. All in all, it is good for me to get out with friends and relax. We are packing up on Sunday, and Patrick asks me when I might be coming back out to the lake.

"Probably in two weeks. Lenny will have the kids again."

"Want some company?" he asks.

"Sure. You guys can come keep me company any time," I say.

Patrick looks at me, smiles that damn dimpled smile, and finishes loading the truck. Jazzy comes over to where I am, "Are you going to be okay?"

"Yeah, I've been told it gets better. Just not sure when that will be."

"Soon, it will be soon. When you get angry, life will start to make more sense." Jazzy advises.

"I guess. Thanks for asking me to come out this weekend. It really helps having you and Paddy here."

"He's great, isn't he?" Jazzy looks over at Patrick and smiles.

"Yeah, he's great. Are you two an item, and you didn't tell me?" I ask her.

"No, we've just been friends for a long time. He's more like my big brother."

"I see. We better hit the road before it gets crazy out there. The traffic will be bad if we wait too long."

We jump into the truck and leave the lake, heading home and back to reality.

[image: image]
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Patrick


[image: image]


I STAND ON THE SHORE of the lake, looking at the two women packing up the campsite. I'd known Jazzy for a few years. We met just after she got out of high school, and we hang out on the weekends.

When I look at Nikki, she’s pretty. Not drop-dead gorgeous, but very pretty. I know I'd never have a chance with a woman like Nikki but wouldn't mind trying. Her brilliant smile makes her attractive, even if she is older than me. Her curves are in all the right places. She’s gorgeous in her own way, with long blonde hair and those killer blue eyes. Her attitude and personality make her a total package. I can feel my dick getting hard watching her. If I could only have a woman like that, my life would be amazing.

"Paddy, come help get this ice chest in the truck and quit standing around doing nothing," Jazzy laughs.

I shake the thoughts I’m having over the mother of three and make my way over to the truck, helping the girls finish loading. We all jump in, Jazzy is sitting next to me, and Nikki is by the passenger door, again.

"Jazz, can you move over a bit?" I look over at her.

"Oh sure, sorry. I didn't realize I was that close. I wanted Nikki to have enough room to sit.”

"I'm good, Jazz, thanks," she looks over at me, and I look at her. Then she looks back out the front window.

We ride in silence for a while. Jazzy speaks up about twenty minutes into the drive. "Okay, why are you two so quiet? Paddy, you are never this quiet."

I look at her, "I was thinkin' 'bout all I need to do at the pub this week. What do you want to talk about?"

"Nothing, in particular. It's just weird, no talking and no music."

"Turn the music on. We can listen to it." I nod toward the radio.

Jazzy turns the radio on, and it’s playing Hank Williams, Jr. "Oh hell yeah," she turns it up. We all laugh and begin to sing "All My Rowdy Friends" loudly and not very well as we head back to our sleepy little town.

The next morning, I walk into my pub, McGregor's Pub and Grill. I inherited some money from my folks after they passed and was able to open McGregor's. It’s a nice restaurant with a grill in the back. The bar covers the entire back wall. Walking in, there’s a bell that jingles on the front door. A simple little ding sounds when the door is opens. It reminds me of my Ireland home when my dad owned a pub. I flip the light switch on that sits behind the door. 

The lights illuminate the entire restaurant part of the pub. Tables and chairs are scattered in the middle of the room, with booths on each side lining most of the east and west walls. The bar expands across the north wall, with an opening on the west side that will lift and lower as needed.

I make my way behind the bar and take out the money from the money bag. I count it and put the money in the register, noting how much there is on the daily log sheet next to the register.

I’ve always wanted a place as authentic and old as it could be for a pub. Last year, I finally sprung for a new electric register, which made my waitstaff happy. Before I had the electric kind, I had an old antique register you had to push hard down on the buttons to make them work. Sometimes, the drawer opened, and sometimes it didn't. It didn't bother me, but I splurged for the new one since my employees work here most of the time.

The pub opens for lunch and dinner, but not breakfast. However, I have my coffee pot set up on the back wall behind the bar. I hit the button and start the machine to brew. I love the smell and taste of the delicious black wake-me-up juice.

As the coffee is brewing, Sean walks in, "Hey, boss."

"Hey, how was your weekend?" I ask him.

Sean plops on the bar stool sitting at the end of the bar, "Busy. I've been here for two years and never seen it so busy."

Looking up at him, "Damn, I've not had time to look at the receipts. That's a good thing."

"I called Drake to come in two hours before his shift on Saturday, and we worked a rush between lunch and dinner that we've never had before. It was great, but exhausting."

"Thanks for always looking out for things while I'm out."

"Of course, let me know when that coffee is made. I need a whole pot just by myself." Sean scoots off the stool and heads to the kitchen.

"Will do," I yell as Sean disappears through the swinging door to the right of the bar.

Sean O'Grady is a fellow Irishman, and I am happy to have him running the kitchen. Sean is tall, a little less muscular, but as men go, damn good-looking according to the ladies. His red hair and scruffy start to a beard seem to be damn hot to most women who come into McGregor's. I get to hear how gorgeous he is from all the women that come in. It’s nauseating sometimes. He gets tipped as much as my girls do that wait tables. I turn and start to work behind the bar when the bell dings again.

"Paddy, how was your weekend?"

"Hey Phoebe, it was great. I hear you were a bit busy this weekend."

"That's an understatement. At three o'clock on Saturday, it was like the gates of Hell opened up. I think there was a baseball game or something. Anyway, the place was packed. My friend Lena may want a job. She came in and helped because we were so swamped."

"Tell her to come see me. I'll see what I can do. Next time there's a game in town, someone needs to let me know, and I won't go out of town."

"It's okay, we managed. It was just wall-to-wall people for a while. Sean and Drake handled the kitchen like pros, of course. Jill and Rachelle both were here, and we were all exhausted at the end of the night, but it was actually fun."

I laugh, "Was it now?"

"Yeah, there were a ton of guys, and I got six numbers." She wrinkles up her nose and smiles. "Six. Damn, those guys must be hard up for a date." She laughs and heads to the back where the break room is.

Phoebe Bartholomew has bright green eyes and long blonde hair that is swept up in a high ponytail. She is very tall for a woman, five-nine. She goes to the local college and is working on her business degree. She is in her junior year and has been at McGregor's for a little over a year.

I just shake my head and go back to work on the books behind the bar. Phoebe is working the lunch shift, and Jill will be coming in right as the lunch crowd gets thicker.

Jill Michaels is just the opposite of Phoebe. She has dark brown hair, dark brown eyes and is short, only five-foot-tall. Jill is studying to
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