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Dedicated to all the innocents

who have been and continue to be wronged by the injustices of the world

And

To my Sisters of Sin

Together we shine.

PART ONE

SHAYLA

The Girl

For where your treasure is, there your heart will be as well. —Luke 12:34
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Chapter 1

Shayla
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County Wicklow, Ireland

His name is Collin Stedman.

I’ve been watching him. Not as a mark. Would be regrettable to remove this magnificent specimen from the planet. He runs my favorite bookshop in Arklow, County Wicklow, in Ireland. 

When the owner died two months ago, her nephew, Collin, took over. I haven’t been in since she died. I wanted to vet this guy first. Only trouble is, he’s nowhere online. Same as me.

This intrigues me.

Everyone’s on social media. I’m not, for obvious reasons. Which makes me curious why others aren’t. Surely, they’re not all hired killers. Most succumb to ego and create profiles to announce their lives to the world, like a public diary. 

That would be death in my line of work. Pun intended.

Every morning I get up at sunrise to be at the cemetery overlooking the bookshop. I take a muffin and my binoculars, settle in behind the imposing O’Toole gravestone, then peek around it to watch him. 

He shows up exactly at seven, like clockwork. I’ve timed him with my phone. He’s never late. 

I like that.

And I like that he’s shaped like an upside-down triangle and has thick hair the color of cinnamon mixed with mahogany, depending on how the early morning sun glimmers in it.

When I spot Collin’s red bicycle at the end of the street, my heart beats faster, the closer he gets. His bike is like mine, with an electric motor he engages when he bikes uphill to the store. 

He slows down, and like the terns whirling overhead, he gracefully swings a long leg over his bike and leans it against the corner of the store. He pulls out his keys, and I watch through my binoculars as his slender fingers ease a key into the lock and turn it.

I close my eyes and envision what those fingers would feel like when he touches me. I get stirrings down low, watching every move he makes, until he pushes the door open and disappears inside with his bike. 

His movements stay the same. Every single day. 

I like that too.

At the back of the cemetery, I climb down the hill and weave around twisted grave markers. I get on my electric motor bike and ride home.

I’ve gone online and can’t find anything about him, other than a news article saying Collin Stedman is the new owner of Celtic Sea Bookshop. No photo. Nothing. I’m bothered by this. 

I want to know what color eyes he has.

He doesn’t know I watch. I’m good at staying hidden. Unseen. Unnoticed.

The invisible loser of Arklow Town.
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Chapter 2
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I made my first kill at age sixteen. 

Not by choice. By inheritance. I’d always been expected to work in the family business. The Uncles decided for me. They said it was time I learned the trade. 

Turns out I have a knack for it. Apparently, my brain has titanium wiring in a copper wiring world, my family tells me. 

I don’t get emotional about things. Like killing people. Only I’m not supposed to say it like that. 

We respectfully refer to ourselves as cessation specialists.

The Uncles provide room and board, along with compensation for one cessation per quarter. If there’s a need for me to do more, I do it, as long as they pay me for the overtime.

Not a problem; I take pride in my work.

In my downtime, I devour books, video games, and order supplies for crafting my Celtic jewelry. The Uncles see to it I spend my off-duty time on normal pursuits. 

In their words, “So our lass grows up to be a productive member of society.”

I love my Uncles, and they love me. They’re my only family. We survive and thrive because civilians know nothing about us other than our commercial fishing business and our cleaning and technology companies. 

We’re known as ‘that Byrne family who keep to themselves’. To keep up appearances, our family attends an occasional céilí and shows up religiously on Sundays at St. Michael’s for Mass. 

Everyone except me. Instead, I love the quiet time; I read my books and watch my movies.

The Uncles have me tethered to our isolated cottage in Arklow, County Wicklow, on the southeast coast of Ireland. Sometimes we go to the crumbling castle our family had inherited, Bramble Hill Castle, aptly named for the overgrown brambles that surround it. A stone wall that would stop William the Conqueror—should he reincarnate and happen by—encompasses the whole thing. 

No one bothers us there because we make sure it resembles a scary witch castle.

The castle is our refuge, where we have family meetings. We practice with our weapons and no one for miles around disturbs us.

I’m not allowed to travel out of town alone, even on the train up to Dublin. If I go anywhere outside of our coastal town of Arklow, either my cousin Declan or one of the Uncles escorts me. 

I do the accounting for the family business, tracking everything down to the exact penny. All the figures must balance exactly. Every. Time. 

That makes me happy.

Occasionally, I travel to other parts of Ireland for work. The Uncles take care of transportation, and our subcontractor, the Shamrock Cleaners, takes care of the rest. My cousins run that aspect of our operation. 

And, as per usual, the Uncles manage the disposal end of things.

Secrecy and anonymity have made me invisible for most of my life. No one notices me by design. The Uncles make sure of it. I’m mostly a spectator, a casual observer of the lives around me. And a casual observer of my own life. 

I stand outside of myself, looking in.

Lately, I’m liking how men stare at me, now that I’ve filled out and my hair is long. Tired of my mousy drab hair, I dyed it the color of burgundy wine. Took me some doing to get the exact color. I bought different hair dye kits and measured and mixed chemicals for the precise shade I wanted. 

Nothing else was acceptable.

The Uncles only scowled. Heaven forbid that someone might notice me. 

But I like how I get the double takes after a lifetime of no one giving me a first glance, let alone a second. While I’d tromped around in knee-high man-boots and colorless fashions, other girls had emulated movie stars.  

Let others be jealous of me for once.

Most my age consider me a loser, and they make sure I know. What they don’t know is that I could drop them like a bag of dirt, shovel them under, then go make a crispy cheese and onion sandwich. 

And not think twice.

Lately, I’ve been edgy. I’ve read many books and watched all the travel shows. I want to see the world. This coastal town has closed in on me. I’m going nowhere fast—I’ve become an unfeeling phantom where everything presses in, burning my soul.

I wake up drenched in sweat and can’t breathe.

Is this all there is? As good as things will ever be? What about becoming a wife? Or a mother? I’ve tried talking to the Uncles about it, but they invariably say the same thing: “We can’t run this business without you—please don’t leave until we get things better situated.” 

Whatever that means.

I’ve withdrawn even more and resent anyone and everyone. I seethe with desire to transform happy, loving couples into corpses. Their love, their happiness...the way they look at each other makes me nauseous.

Despite my emptiness, I’m jealous of what they all have. 

And friends? I’m not allowed to have them either. I envy girls when I overhear them sharing laughter and secrets—bragging about who they have sex with and how often. 

Sex. Not allowed to do that, either.

I’m twenty-two, and an unseen virgin with a skill set that would send any normal person sprinting out the door, to run screaming into the night. Not to mention a brain that prefers to follow its own unique path. A brain that ping-pongs between flawed and gifted at the same time. 

Things must be in a particular order, or I go ballistic and must breathe into a paper sack. Yet I can memorize a string of number sequences most people have to write down. 

When I was little, the Uncles found this wee tidbit out when they moved my stuff.

I couldn’t stop screaming. 

They remodeled the upstairs so I could arrange things the exact way I had to have them. 

We had a terrible breaking-in period as I got older. The Uncles had egregious habits, like spitting chewing tobacco into teacups and leaving them on the kitchen table. Smoking in the house. Not showering. 

I did a lot of screaming. 

“No spitting! No smoking! And for the mother of all things holy, take a fecking shower!”

I trained the Uncles to accept my idiosyncrasies. We trained each other, really; they need the work done, and I’m willing to do it—as long as the house remains spotless, and I maintain order in my meticulously managed universe. 

I can’t stand chaos.

I’ve grown up believing something is wrong with my brain. When my cousins come to the house, I don’t always get what they say. Their humor confuses me. 

I don’t laugh at their jokes, because I don’t know what they mean.

They tell the Uncles I creep them out. I’m too serious. I don’t smile. I don’t laugh.

The entire love and fuck thing confuses me.

I’ve watched movies with loads of sex, so I’m not sheltered, by any means. But I’m not naïve to assume love and sex in real life is identical to the movies. 

The golden perk for me in this business is that I conveniently avoid relationships.

While I haven’t had sex (I’m a freak in that regard) I want to find out what all the uproar is about. But since I avoid society-at-large, I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to fuck someone.

Which brings me to Plan B. 

Plan A is to continue my status quo. But Plan B? The Uncles are not to know. 

While they’ve never lifted a hand to me, I don’t want to disappoint them.

Back to Plan B. 

Let’s just say, I’m mother effing good at what I do. ​
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“We have a job. This one’s close to home, though,” says Uncle Casen, chewing on his matchstick, eyeing Uncle Brodie across the table. 

“She pissed off a thoroughbred breeder in Dubai.”

I offer Uncle Casen a fresh matchstick to replace his mangled one. 

“She? How close to home?” I ask, sipping tea from my mother’s bone china teacup.

“Down on the coast. Almost didn’t accept this one, but it pays four times the normal amount.”

“The Stormbird’s engines need replacing,” Uncle Brodie cuts in. “And she needs fine detailing.” 

The family commercial fishing boat passed to the Uncles when Dad died in the car crash.

“Is she Irish?” I ask.

“You know we don’t eliminate our own,” Uncle Brodie says gruffly. “She’s from across the stream.” 

He jerks his head toward the Irish Sea.

“My mark is English, then.” I hold out my hand for the datasheet. “Location?”

Uncle Casen passes it back to me. I’m familiar with this address. “Equestrian Estates. It’s gated. Video surveillance, lasers, and security for the horses.” 

I flick my eyes at one uncle, then the other, waiting.

“The cousins will take care of that ahead of time, as always,” says Uncle Brodie.

Our family had procreated rapidly and exponentially before fucking was even invented. As a result, I have cousins everywhere. Luckily, some with tentacles stretching into Ireland’s underground. Let’s just say if St. Patrick would’ve left a snake in Ireland, my cousins could track it down.

“You mean Declan will see to it?” 

Cousin Dec is the mastermind of all things high-tech. He’s a genius at creating and breaking computer source code. Firewalls are mere child’s play to Dec. I’ve seen him in action navigating the Dark Web to monitor what’s really going on with crime in Ireland. 

To find out who truly deserves cessation.

I sip my tea and set the cup down precisely on the inner saucer ring. “I’ll scope it tonight. After the spring equinox, it’s staying lighter later. I’ll go around midnight.”

“Good, Shaylee.” Uncle Casen slid a box across the table. “These came today.”

I open the box and lift out my new digital night vision binoculars. Not cheap, but the highest rated, according to online reviews. I fiddle with them. 

“Thanks. Can’t wait to check them out tonight.” The Uncles make sure I’m well equipped.

They rise and ready themselves for a day on the water. 

“Taking the Stormbird over to Geraghty’s. Chart plotter is messed up again.” Another trusted cousin. This one specializes in fixing all things of a marine nature.

Brodie pauses. “Take extra care, since this next job is on home turf. Extra measures will be required.”

I nod. “Please don’t concern yourself. I’m not someone who takes risks.”

He winks. “Grand. Fill us in later. We’ll be up to Avoca at a céilí. You should come for a wee bit. They make a mean colcannon.”

I shake my head emphatically. “Not a fan of buttery mashed potatoes that give me the toots.”

“No worries, wee Shaylee-Girl. Be careful.” 

They put on their berets and head out the door.

I luxuriate having the place to myself. I bake muffins, start a rabbit stew, then prepare for tonight’s reconnaissance.
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Several days later, after studying my mark, I make myself comfortable, cross-legged on the grassy ground. I munch the last of my cheese and onion crisps and lick the salt from my fingers. 

The lingering winter air bites my face, frosting my breath. I tug my black ski mask over my head, covering everything except eyes and mouth.

For the third day in a row, I position myself on a rise, three hundred sixty-five meters from the horse compound and mansion perched next to the paddocks. I scope every movement of my target. 

The Uncles had surprised me when they said this mark was a female. I remind myself women and men have equal capacities for wrongdoing. This woman must have swindled the wrong horse breeder. 

Breeding winning thoroughbreds is a high-stakes, ruthless business on the world stage.

I prefer not to know the gory details of my marks. The Uncles manage the legal and financial aspects, and frankly, I don’t care to know much beyond their initial infraction. 

All I know is they are bad people who deserve it.

My job is to scrutinize movements, who comes and goes, and decide the best time for my operation. I’ve assembled and readied my long range .223 tube gun, with scope attached. The Uncles set me up with a single-shot weapon that’s light and effective. I attach the stock, then screw on the suppressor to reduce the gun flash. 

I position it on my short tripod.

To calculate my mark, I pull my range finder from my vest pocket and peer through it to get a read on the wind movement. A slight breeze moves leaves to the west, and I calibrate accordingly. Nothing like a wind gust to ruin a clean shot.

I have a perfect view of everything. The mark’s bedroom tops three stories and provides me a superior angle. I watch the high-end luxury cars come and go with my night vision binoculars, their headlight beams piercing the blackness. 

Tires crunch the light tan gravel, making the driveway easier to see. Horses whinny and nicker in a nearby pasture.

Activity ceases by two a.m. I note the last light going out in the mark’s bedroom. She lives alone, save for two household help that sleep in a separate building off to the right, along with the security guard for the horses. Their lights go out early.

As I lift my night vision specs to scrutinize before dropping a shell into the chamber, a movement catches my eye. 

An abnormally swift movement. On the roof. 

What the feck?

I twist my lens to zero in on the action. A figure dressed in black moves along the roof ridge. Not a woman’s build. The man has a similar black ski mask to mine. A well-built man, judging by the skintight spandex covering his chest and arms. 

He steps gracefully, like a gazelle on a tightrope.

He jumps down to a lower roof, then climbs down a trellis and leaps to the grass below. He ducks out of sight around the corner of the mansion. 

I rise from my position and scurry across the hill to get a look at the other side.
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I squint through my binoculars. 

There he is! 

Who is that? And what the bollocks is he doing at two in the morning at my mark’s home?

I zoom in on the guy, a daypack slung over his shoulder. He has hold of a black bicycle, climbs on and pedals down the gravel road leading from the estate. I hear the distinct hum of an e-bike motor as it starts. 

The mysterious biker becomes a dot in the distance. 

In a fit of momentary panic, I can’t decide whether to follow. Was he doing a hit? Was another contract let for this mark? My heart pounds so hard it wants out of my body. 

I wonder what the man has in the daypack. 

This is a different turn of events. I’ve never had an operation mess up like this. No way can I catch the guy as he races away. My e-bike is fast, but he has a head start. I waffle, wasting time—debating what to do.

Dammit! He messed up my operation! 

I must finish this job tonight. An incomplete operation is not an option. I pace in a frenzy, wondering if I should continue or abort. I decide to follow through with the job when a light snaps on in the mark’s bedroom. 

Two white Garda cruisers with blue and yellow stripes speed toward the mansion, lights flashing. I must abort!

I run back to my position and frantically disassemble my weapon and shove it into my daypack, as four Gardaí jump out and head for the house, carrying batons.

A woman opens the door and lets them in. She walks outside, looks around, then shuts the door. 

I clamber down the back side of the hill to my bicycle, hidden in a copse of trees. 

I try not to scream. My world order is out of whack, and I fight for calm. I have no paper sacks to breathe into. The panic attack lasts forever. My veins pulsate, my head throbs, and my lungs can’t get air. 

I hit the ground, pull my knees to my chest, and rock. I start my sequence: Inhale, one-two-three-four-five. Hold and exhale, one-two-three-four-five. 

Please God, make it stop.

When the attack passes, I grab my bike and run with it downhill, still fighting for calm. At the bottom, I swing a leg over and hit my electric motor starter. My bike bumps cross-country for a short distance. 

When I hit the paved road, I start my motor and throttle up to maximum speed until I’m downtown. I cut the motor and pedal streets and alleys until I’m certain no one follows.

Thankfully, when our isolated cottage comes into view, I frantically pedal toward it. I bike down our long lane and hurry inside. 

I tell the Uncles I had to abort and that I’ll find out why the Gardaí showed up. And who it was that thwarted my cessation operation. 

I’ll make sure the guy on the roof never interrupts my operation again. Ever.
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I watch Collin Stedman open the bookshop as usual. But today is different.

Today is the day I’m going inside. I have a business errand, only this one is legit. In the two months since Maeve passed away, I’ve created an excessive inventory of Celtic jewelry designs. 

It was the only way I could figure out how to grieve her loss. She was like the mother I never had, treated me with kindness and respect; she never judged.

This time I ride my bike to the Celtic Sea Bookshop, undo my front tire, and haul it inside with me. The bell tinkles on the well-worn, creaky door as I enter.

I expect Maeve to call out, “A good mornin’ to ya, dearie!”

Instead, I glance up at the best-looking man I’ve ever laid eyes on, smiling at me. Since I haven’t laid eyes on too many, this isn’t saying much; but Collin Stedman is striking up close, with a quiet strength I’d sensed from afar.

“Haven’t seen you in here before,” he calls out in a cheerful voice.

His all-inclusive testosterone package throws me. I’m rendered helpless, and gape at his thick, wavy copper hair, eyebrows thick and proportioned to his pools of blue. 

I know a thing or two about eye color, from my biology books and Uncle Casen’s tutelage.

Keeping a respectable distance, I force out words. 

“Did you know only seventeen percent of the world population has blue eyes? Combined with only two percent having red hair, the odds of possessing both are zero-point-one percent.”

His startled expression makes me want to laugh. Instead, I freeze. Social graces are not my thing.

He squints. “Are you going to stand there all day and stare at me?” 

His brown suede jacket unzips to just below the notch in his throat. He has freckles there. And they’re beautiful.

I hesitate.

“I don’t bite.” When he smiles, unlimited possibilities present themselves. 

Oh, no—here comes the panic—my chest constricts, and my breath comes up short.

“Are you okay?” The coppery stubble on his cheeks, chin, and above his perfectly shaped lips accentuates his look of concern. 

Inhaling deeply to calm myself, I start toward him, bike tire in my hand.

“I’m grand.”

His arms spread wide, his hands resting on the pay counter. I’m pulled to him like a magnet. 

“You have emerald eyes. Rarer still,” he says, white teeth lined up in such orderly fashion, they turn me on in ways I never thought possible. 

“Two percent of the world population has green eyes.”

My breath catches at his spot-on statement of fact. “Yes. They do.” 

I don’t reveal that I’m impressed he knows this.

He shrugs with a smile that would stop stampeding sheep. “I read a lot.”

I inhale deeply to hide my insecurities, that want to escape as a panic attack. But I don’t let them. 

After all, I’m a cessation specialist. I have skills.

Then why do I stand before him, staring like an eejit? 

“How can I help you?” His Irish accent differs from mine. I place him near Donegal in northwest Ireland, with a wee bit of an American twang.

I slide my daypack off my shoulder. “Maeve used to carry my Celtic designs.” 

I lay out the pieces I’ve carefully wrapped in tissue and arrange them meticulously on the counter. 

“This one is exquisite.” He lifts the necklace with a silver Celtic cross and fake emerald nestled in the center and holds it next to my face. 

“This peridot gemstone matches your eyes.”

“Very good. You know your stones.” I offer him an appreciative look. 

“I dabble.” 

He reaches inside the display case and brings out another necklace with a dark green gemstone. 

“This one’s a better match. An heirloom piece from the Romantic Period.” 

He positions it next to my eyes, and squints to assess.

“You’re good,” I smirk. “Flattery is an effective sales strategy. I’ll bet you sell a lot of these emeralds. Let me see.” 

He holds it out to me, and I tilt the design, studying it. 

“This one is later than the Romantic. More like the Aesthetic Period, around 1900,” I say.

He fastens his cerulean gaze to mine. 

“And you also know your gems.”

I lift my brows. “I do a little more than dabble.” 

What I don’t say is how I used to imitate the elaborate designs of Victorian era necklaces.

I scan the jewelry in his collection. 

“I’m not sure my designs will fit with these fancy ones.” 

“Sure, they will. I’ll arrange yours in a separate display.” 

His self-assured essence disarms me as he extends a hand across the counter.

“My name is Collin.” 

“Shayla,” I say, gently shaking it. He feels warm on this chilly day.

“Aunt Maeve mentioned a shy but pretty jeweler who makes elegant designs.” His eyes probe me. “You’re the one.”

I shrug, wondering what else Maeve had said about me. 

“Tell you what. Leave me whichever pieces you like, and what you want for them. We’ll work out a consignment deal. Sound good?”

A thoughtful smile curves my mouth. 

From here on out, I’ll do anything Collin Stedman says.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 7


[image: ]


One week later, we have a family business meeting. The Uncles, my cousins from Shamrock Cleaners, and myself. Our circle is small, but effective.

I start things off. “I overheard people talking with a Garda down at Jitterbeans Coffee. A jewelry thief botched my mark.”

“Doesn’t matter, anyway. The contractor canceled for some unknown reason,” said Uncle Casen, shrugging his round, chubby shoulders. He’s the shorter of the two.

I scowl. “Bollocks. I wasted all that planning and prep time.”  

“It’s never a waste, Shaylee,” Uncle Brodie pipes up, his lankier build taller than Uncle Casen and my petite form stacked together.

I think of a sudden opportunity, and it energizes me. 

“I’ll work on my jewelry, then. The new bookshop owner wants more designs. They’re selling steadily now that the tourists are back.”

What I don’t say is that I visit the bookshop each day when it opens, just to lay eyes on Collin Stedman. I need to explain further. 

“Since my designs are selling, I go a few times a week to drop off more inventory and collect my cash payments.” 

Uncle Casen perks up. “That’s grand. Never hurts to have more income.”

I don’t say how impressed I am with Collin’s knowledge about jewelry. And art. And everything else. He’s well-read like me, and for the first time, I have someone to chat with about subjects I’m interested in. 

But I must be careful. I can’t let down my guard; I’m risking enough as it is.

We end the family meeting, and everyone scatters. 

*****
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Collin had invited me to drive with him to Avoca this morning, to help him select scarves, blankets, and coats to carry in the touristy side of his store. 

I said yes, elated that the Uncles planned to spend the day in Dublin.

After the Uncles leave, I primp before biking to the bookshop. The day before, I’d shopped for a skirt and top, a wee bit cheerier than gray, brown and black. I tug on a soft teal sweater and matching skirt, gaping at my reflection in disbelief—I appear every bit as good as the girls who call me a loser.

But I still pin my hair up and tuck it inside my black knit cap. More out of habit than anything. Collin still hasn’t seen my hair. 

I dab a bit of eye makeup and lip color on my face. Then tug on black tights since it’s still nippy on my bare legs. I ride my bike to the back alley behind the bookshop.

Collin meets me at the back door with an enthusiastic grin. “You look great.”  

Heat crawls up my neck. I’m suddenly hot under my knit cap.

“Closed the shop for today,” he says, eyeing me appreciatively. 

I love how he looks at me. 

“I’m looking forward to this. Haven’t been to Avoca since last year around this time,” I say, folding myself into the passenger seat of his gray Volkswagen Golf.

“You only visit once a year? It’s only twenty minutes away.” 

Collin buckles himself in and shifts the car into gear.

Shite! 

I revealed too much, and I back pedal. 

“I don’t—I don’t drive that much. Ride my bike instead,” I say casually, hoping he won’t press. 

He doesn’t. The more time I spend with Collin, the more relaxed I am with him. He’s easy to talk to but doesn’t need to know I avoid going to Avoca because of unpleasant memories. It’s hard enough to for my annual obligatory visit.

Collin glances at me. “I know we’ve not known each other long, but it’s like I’ve known you all my life.” 

“I feel the same,” I say shyly. 

It’s time for me to set boundaries. “But please don’t ask me about myself. There’s nothing to tell.” 

His manly profile tingles me when he nods at the windshield. 

“Okay. But I’m afraid I have to know what kind of beer you like.”

“I don’t drink beer,” I tell him. “I drink tea mostly.”

His brows lift. “You won’t want to go to Fitzgerald’s Pub, then? Made famous by the Ballykissangel TV show?”

I laugh, which is rare. I find I laugh more when I’m with Collin. 

“Of course, I want to go. Pubs have the best food.”

Collin chuckles. “This one sure does. We’ll go there for the best stew you’ve ever had, along with some fruit drinks.”

I smile at him because he’s irresistible and looks dashing behind the wheel of his car.

I pull out my pack of Ultra chewing gum, an exclusive Irish brand. Cinnamon is my favorite.

“Care for a stick of cinnamon?”

He flashes me an adoring look that melts the gum in my mouth.

“That’s my favorite! Yours too?”

I unwrap it for him since he’s driving. He turns his head and opens his mouth.

“Pop it in.”

My insides squish as I tear it in half and pop both pieces into his lovely mouth.

“Thanks, lass.” His tone drops on the last word, a magnetic tug on my heart.

The drive ends too soon—I enjoy being alone with Collin. He pulls into a gravel parking lot in front of a quaint, white-washed building with a wooden water wheel attached to it. 

“Here we are, at the legendary Avoca Mill. Ireland’s oldest weaving mill,” Collin announces, climbing out of the car. 

He rounds the front, swings my door open, and extends his hand.  

I grasp it as his eyes rake over me, down, then up again. 

“You should get rid of that stocking cap and lose the clunky boots. From what I can see of your legs, they’re killer.” 

I startle at his word choice. My legs aren’t the only thing that’s killer. Ha, if he only knew. I suppress a laugh and hesitate. 

Oh, what the hell. 

I tug off my stocking cap, letting my burgundy-colored hair fall past my shoulders. 

Collin gapes at me, slack jawed as I comb it with my fingers.

“Cripes. You’re a frigging beauty. Don’t put that hat back on. Not around me, anyway.” 

His tone sounds different, and his pupils dilate. I’m not sure how to interpret it, so I don’t. Like sarcasm...I can’t tell if people are serious or whether they’re joking. I find sarcasm irritating.

“I’ve always loved this water wheel against the white building and the pretty lawn and gardens surrounding it,” I comment as we step inside.

“I like how colorful this place is,” says Collin, lifting his daypack over his shoulder as we take in the array of color, with pillows, throws, and every woven thing imaginable. 

“Browse around while I talk to the manager.”

Collin disappears into the manager’s office, and I wander over to finger the colorful woven scarves and throws. I choose a bright pink flecked scarf and a blue-green throw for myself and pay with cash. 

After a bit, Collin emerges and comes toward me. My pulse quickens, same as it always does when I see him.

“Time for lunch,” he says, and takes my hand.

I don’t pull away, loving the feel of him. I can’t remember the last time someone held my hand. My mum, maybe, when I was little.

Collin takes me to lunch at the landmark pub, a prominent blue and yellow building on Avoca’s main street. As we settle in at our table, he orders two beers. 

“You’ll like these.” His mischievous wink sends a delicious feeling down low. 

“My uncles say that drink is a curse—makes you fight with your neighbor, shoot at your landlord, and makes you miss him.”

Collin chortled. “My mum used to say that too.”

I drink a beer with raspberry in it, and it percolates my brain with giddy bubbles. I giggle, loving the tingly feeling. 

We share a second beer that tastes like oranges.

“This is what you mean by healthy fruit drinks? Raspberry and orange beer?” I chirp, downing the rest.

The timing of when I should say things has never been my strong suit. 

“Is this where I say, ‘I want you’, like they do in the movies?” I blurt innocently.

Collin leans back and gapes at me. “You get right to the point, don’t you?”

“Jaysus, I said it wrong,” I lament, nonplussed, judging what I said. “I’m too blunt. Not good with the small talk.”

“I like blunt. I hate beating around the bush.” 

He studies me, and I fidget under his scrutiny. The corners of his mouth lift, and I spot a dimple on his right cheek. I want to lose my finger in it. 

“Are you joking, or do you
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