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      Andy Pallas and his sexy swagger and flirtatious charm was about to turn my neat, orderly world upside down.

      

      I wasn’t looking for love—hell, I didn’t have time for love or any other distractions in my life. Between work and studying for medical school, dating, smexy times, and men in general were a low priority on my to-do list.  But when I found myself pseudo-roommates with sexy construction worker, Andy Pallas, well, there was no resisting all those heated promises in his eyes.

      

      I fell for every single one of them.  But promises aren’t always meant to last . . . especially when I’m faced with difficult choices that had the ability to change the course of our future together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Josie

      

      

      

      The most common cycloaddition reaction is the Diels-Alder reaction, in which the two reactants are referred to as the diene and the dienophile. The stereospecificity of these reactions should be evident.

      Evident? Evident?

      I huffed out a breath and sagged forward in my desk chair until my forehead rested against my palms. For a few seconds, I just sat there, eyes closed as I took a series of deep breaths, in and out.

      I can do this, I told myself. I pulled an A in organic chemistry. I had to do the same for the advanced class.

      Time for a break, I decided. My joints ached from hours parked in front of my creaky little desk, and my tired brain wouldn’t absorb anything else until I ate a good meal, drank some caffeine and maybe took a nap. I heard the popping of neglected joints as I rose to my feet and stretched—joints that used to cooperate when I made a little more time for yoga. But with so much time spent hunched over lab equipment or study materials lately instead of easing into chaturanga dandasana, I snap-crackle-popped like breakfast cereal.

      It’s worth it, I told myself. When you ace your entrance exams and get into an awesome medical school, it will all have been worth it.

      But for at least a few minutes, I let myself walk away from advanced organic chemistry and wandered into my kitchen for some coffee and to poke at my leftovers from last night’s Thai takeout. The wood floors creaked underfoot as I padded down the narrow hallway with its pitched ceiling.

      We—my roommate Fatima and I—occupied the top floor of an old house that had long ago been divided into shabby little student apartments. Close enough that I could ride my bike to campus when I felt like it, far enough that our neighbors were mainly graduate students and professors instead of undergraduates throwing loud parties—something Fatima and I, both a couple of type-A lab geeks who would rather study than socialize, were allergic to.

      “Hey,” I said with a yawn as I brushed past Fatima in the kitchen and headed for the coffeepot. “Where’ve you been at?”

      “Had to babysit an experiment at the physics lab.” Fatima reached up to adjust a loose pin in the folds of her hijab. “Dr. Matsui dangled some research paper credit if I took a few night shifts.”

      She yawned widely as she shuffled through a small pile of mail, pausing when she reached a wrinkled envelope with a handwritten address.

      “What’s that?” I reached for the can of coffee and dumped two scoops of grounds into the filter.

      Fatima frowned. “Letter from the landlord.” She tore open the envelope and pulled out the contents, a single thin sheet of paper, and I stood in apprehensive silence as she scanned the page, her frown deepening.

      “What?” I finally said. “Is there something wrong?”

      She sighed and held the letter out to me. “We’re being evicted.” Fatima still looked serene, despite the bomb she’d just dropped—she always did. Remaining calm at all times was her superpower, she often said.

      “Evicted?” I fumbled for the letter while behind me, the coffee machine gurgled, forgotten. I was wide awake now, no additional caffeine required.

      The letter was curt and crisp—our landlord was going to refurbish and sell the house. And her tenants—Fatima and I upstairs and a pair of married graduate students downstairs—had two weeks to pack up and get out.

      “She can’t do this,” I muttered as I scanned the letter again.

      Fatima crossed her arms, the frown still stamped on her beautiful face. “I’m pretty sure she can,” she said. “We’re month-to-month right now, remember?”

      My belly just about sank to the floor. Fatima was right—we had gone month-to-month on our lease a few months ago as we both finished up the last bits and pieces of our degrees and figured out where we would go next. I knew I wouldn’t stay in this apartment forever, but I didn’t expect the landlord to ditch us quite so brutally.

      I dropped the letter on the counter in front of me and slumped over, propping my elbows on the cool laminate surface as I massaged my temples. “Bet she made a mint.”

      “Probably,” Fatima agreed. “Housing prices the way they are? She probably made out like a bandit.” She sighed. “I was going to stay here after graduation until my graduate program started, but I guess I’ll take off after finals and head home to Portland to stay with my family for a couple months.” Fatima looked up at me and shrugged. “Do you want to tag along? My parents have plenty of room and you might like the change of scenery.”

      I shook my head. “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t. I still have another semester, remember? Plus my lab job and everything. And I want to hang with my family, especially if I don’t know how much longer I’ll be in the same city.”

      Fatima nodded, the corner of her lip quirking into an understanding smile. “Yeah, I get it. But I still want you to come visit me.”

      And just as suddenly, the smile fell, and we stood there silently in our shared crisis. Fatima was my closest friend at Pacific State, and I would be desperately lonely for her after she left for Portland.

      “Well,” she said after a long moment, straightening from her spot next to me at the kitchen counter. “I guess I need to catch some sleep and then maybe get started packing. Not a lot of time to waste.”

      Fatima yawned again and disappeared down the short hallway and into her little bedroom at the end of the hall, leaving me alone at the kitchen counter, still clutching that letter and wondering what the hell I was going to do. The price of rent was insane right now in Seattle, and I didn’t have the time or, frankly, the patience or people skills, to go find a new roommate who ticked all my boxes.

      Still, I wasn’t completely without options. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and scrolled through my contacts until I found my older brother’s number. He might be on shift at the hospital, but maybe I could catch him between patients.

      “This is Dr. Walsh,” he greeted after a single ring.

      Behind him, I heard a muffled code announcement. He was at work, just as I thought.

      “Hey, Patrick.” I pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and sank down. “Got a minute?”

      “Yeah, you caught me during lunch,” Patrick replied. He sounded like he was chewing. “What’s up?”

      I leaned back in the chair. “I’m being evicted.”

      “Oh, Josie.” He seemed shocked. “Do you need some help? I can spot you enough to—”

      Oh, shit, he really would give me cash if I asked for it. “It’s not about the money,” I said quickly. “My landlord sold the house to refurbish it and sell it to—I don’t know, yuppies or something, and so I’ve got two weeks to find a new place to stay. I was wondering if I could crash in your second bedroom next semester. Or at least for a little while. I would pay you rent, and—"

      “Ah, crap, Josie,” Patrick said apologetically. “Maybe if you’d asked a few weeks ago we could’ve worked something out, but I just agreed to let an old med school buddy stay with me for a little while. Bedroom’s already spoken for.”

      My stomach twisted up even more. “That’s okay,” I told my big brother. “I’ll call Moira, I guess.”

      “I don’t think that’ll work, either,” Patrick said at the mention of my oldest sister. “She literally just told me that Gavin is thinking about moving in. And George and Annie are probably out, too.”

      I grimaced. “No thanks on that.”

      George Pallas had proposed to my older sister just a few weeks before, and my presence would just be an intrusion. Add in Annie’s enormous dog and George’s little bungalow would feel downright crowded with me in the mix.

      I sighed. “I like George a lot, but those two—"

      “Nonstop PDA, those two,” Patrick supplied. “I mean, good for them, but I still want to hit them with a garden hose sometimes.”

      I chewed on a thumbnail, thinking over my remaining options. My twin brother John already had a roommate, while my younger brother, Ryan, was off in California for his undergraduate degree.

      “Well, I guess that just leaves Mom and Dad.”

      “They won’t turn you down,” Patrick said. “It’s just them in the house alone anyway. You’ll barely even notice each other.”

      I set the envelope to the side and headed back down the hallway to my room. “You’re probably right,” I agreed, a little bit bolstered by the thought that I wouldn’t be left out in the cold. “Quiet study time and I’ll save money. It’s kind of a win-win.”

      “How’s everything going with the studying, anyway?” he asked.

      Patrick had just finished his obstetrics and gynecology residency and moved back to Seattle to take a position at a local hospital. Out of everyone in my enormous family, he was the only one who really understood the stress and uncertainty I was experiencing. Because he’d gone through it too, a decade before when he finished his degree in biochemistry, same as me, and moved on to medical school.

      Back on my desk, my organic chemistry notes beckoned. “Not bad,” I said. “I was just taking a break from advanced organic chem when Fatima found the letter from the landlord. I need to pull down an A in this class and get ready for the MCAT.”

      I wanted some reassurance from my big brother—that I would do fine on the Medical College Admission Test, that I could handle advanced organic chemistry, that all of this would be okay and before I knew it, I would be Dr. Walsh, too—but before I could open my mouth and ask for it, he cursed softly.

      “Got a call?” I guessed instantly.

      His response was immediate. “Yup. Gotta go. Talk to you later.” And his end of the line went silent.

      I huffed a sigh and pulled the phone away from my ear to dial my mom. No point in putting it off, I supposed. Anyway, my mom would probably be thrilled to have at least one of her brood back at home for a little while. She’d been lonely since Ryan left for school, and since he hadn’t stayed local like her other five kids, the visits were few and far between.

      “Of course you can come stay,” Mom said, not missing a beat after I told her my sob story and asked for a place to crash for a while. “You can take John and Ryan’s old room.”

      “What’s wrong with my old room?” I asked, trying not to sound irritated. They were doing me a favor, after all. “It looked the same as always last time I was home.”

      “We had to store some boxes and stuff in there,” Mom replied with maddening vagueness. “You can’t even move around on the floor, so it’ll have to be John and Ryan’s room.”

      “I could move them back—"

      “Nope, they stay in your old room,” Mom said quickly. “That’s where I want them.”

      I rolled my eyes as I sank down into my desk chair. “As long as I have a quiet place to sleep and study, it’s fine.”

      “Of course you do, honey,” Mom said. “And we’ll be quiet as mice. You’ll hardly even know we’re there.”

      I thought about how loud the Walsh house had always been during my childhood, crammed full with six kids and two adults who had to shout just to be heard above all the noise. It would be—weird to be back in my parents’ house without the chaos, but maybe it would be nice. A chance for us to hang out as adults while I reaped the benefits of living rent-free.

      Yeah, I decided. I had a good feeling about this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Andy

      

      

      

      A picture of my older brother Ian and his brand-new wife Sam, him in a navy-blue suit and her in a beautiful white dress, both beaming at the camera.

      Next to them: me, alone, grinning awkwardly.

      I clicked on the next photo. My younger sister Frankie and her husband Clive, along with their adorable baby daughter Elizabeth, who flashed her wide, toothless smile at the camera.

      Behind them: me, alone, eyes closed against the flash.

      Great, I thought. Next up . . . my oldest brother Nicky with his arm around his wife, Kresley, radiant smiles on both of their faces.

      And me in the shot: still smiling, but alone.

      I flipped to the next photo. My brother George, one arm around his fiancée Annie and the other around my shoulders. Annie beamed up at him like he hung the moon, while I clutched a plate with the remains of no less than seven canapes.

      I nearly groaned out loud.

      Tons of photos from Ian and Sam’s wedding reception and it seemed like in every photo of me, I was third-wheeling it with one of my ridiculously happy siblings.

      “What do you think?” Ian said from over my shoulder. “Photographer did a great job, yeah?”

      I looked up at my brother, whose olive skin still sported the deeper hue of his fading honeymoon tan, now several weeks old. “Absolutely,” I said. “You guys look incredible.”

      I meant it—really, I did. Ian and Sam radiated happiness, both in person and in photos. All four of my siblings did. And then there was me, alone in the background, wondering if or when I’d find something like that for myself.

      “I’m just glad Marnie didn’t come to the wedding,” Ian said, and almost as soon as it came out of his mouth, he winced sharply. “Sorry Andy, I—"

      I waved a hand dismissively as I handed Ian’s tablet back to him. “Nah, I get it. We would’ve just fought the entire time and looked pissed at each other in the pictures . . . and then split up anyway.”

      “C’mon, Ian, don’t pick at him,” Nicky said from my other side. “They just broke up.”

      I reached out and wrapped my fingers around my beer bottle, callused skin sliding through the condensation on the cold glass. “It’s been two months,” I corrected my brother. “I’m fine, honestly.”

      Nicky threw me a skeptical glance, but didn’t say anything else. And I was glad of that—my oldest brother had a way of poking holes in anyone’s bullshit, and I knew that if he pressed in just the right spot, I would crack and admit to him that I was lonely. That I didn’t miss Marnie or our relationship, which had mostly devolved into passive-aggressive sniping and outright fighting with zero upside, but I did miss going home to someone. A regular Friday night dinner date. Someone to curl up with on a chilly winter evening. And seeing my siblings every week for Sunday dinner at my parents’ house reminded me of what was missing in my life.

      “What exactly happened with Marnie?” Ian asked as he tossed the tablet to the side. “Everybody told me not to worry about it because I was busy with the wedding.”

      I shrugged. “Not much to tell, honestly. We were arguing a lot and we agreed that it was time to end things.”

      The real story was considerably less flattering to Marnie, and maybe to me, too, but there was no point in rehashing it again. Not when Marnie was long gone from my condo, along with her clothes and furniture and kitchen appliances. Carved out so precisely that when I walked into each room, I could see where the stuff was missing, like a slice out of a birthday cake.

      “Boys, go wash your hands,” my father barked out from the dining room, saving me from further conversation about Marnie. “Dinner’s up.”

      Nicky wandered into the nearby half-bath while Ian and I clustered around the kitchen sink. While I scrubbed carefully at my hands, I still felt Ian’s eyes on me. Kind, but still watchful and curious.

      “What?” I finally said as I rinsed the last soap bubbles from my skin and tore a paper towel off the roll. “Please don’t tell me that you feel bad for me.”

      Ian held up his hands. “Look, I won’t pry anymore if you don’t want to talk about it right now,” he said. “I just want you to be happy. If you want to talk, I’m always around. So are Nicky and George.”

      “George can’t keep his mouth shut,” I grumbled as I turned to head into the dining room.

      Behind me, Ian just chuckled, because we both knew it was the truth.

      The Pallas family table had grown crowded over the last year as my siblings paired up, and we had to squeeze in even tighter with the addition of Frankie’s daughter’s highchair. I had no idea how my parents would arrange it when more babies arrived. I wouldn’t put it past my dad to knock down the wall between the living room and dining room just to fit a longer table in here.

      “Andy, did you see Ian’s wedding pictures?” Mom asked as I slid into the chair next to her. She held Ian’s tablet in her hands, scrolling through the hundreds of photos. “There are a lots with you in them.”

      “Yeah, Ian showed me,” I replied. I desperately hoped my mom didn’t want to run me through a second tour of the Lonely Andy photo series.

      “I like this one quite a bit,” she said, and held the tablet out toward me.

      I accepted it gingerly, bracing myself as I looked down at the screen. It was me, all right, but I wasn’t scarfing canapes in a corner with a bad case of the meat sweats. The photo was from the ceremony, while I still looked crisp and put-together, arms linked with one of Sam’s bridesmaids, Josie Walsh, as we walked down the aisle together.

      “You clean up pretty good,” Mom said fondly.

      I passed the tablet back to her and she gave it one last affectionate glance before she handed it back to Ian. “I kind of do, yeah,” I agreed. “Once you clean the construction dust and paint stains off of me.”

      “I like the paint stains. Shows that you’re a hard worker,” my mom said before she turned to Annie on her other side. “Josie looks nice, too. Remind me again, Annie—where does Josie fall in the birth order?”

      “Second youngest,” Annie replied, swallowing a mouthful of wine. “She’s six minutes younger than her twin, John. It’s Patrick, Moira, me, John, Josie, then Ryan.”

      “I love that you come from a big family,” Mom said as she smiled and pushed her wild curls away from her face.

      The same dark spirals that my sister Frankie inherited, and her daughter, too, if the wispy coils that sprouted from her little baby head were any indication. I looked across the table, where Frankie and Clive both leaned close to Elizabeth’s highchair and cooed nonsense to her.

      A few seats down, Nicky coughed loudly to get everyone’s attention, and I looked over at him in time to see him wind an arm around Kresley’s shoulders and pull her in close.

      “Ah, so,” he started, his voice shaking slightly with uncharacteristic nervousness. “Before we eat, Kresley and I, um, wanted to ask what everybody’s up to around Thanksgiving.”

      “I imagine we’ll be here,” Mom said with a shrug. “Long way off, though. Why?”

      “That’s when the baby’s due,” Kresley blurted out, then smiled widely at all of us as her cheeks pinked.

      A split second of silence followed, so thick and quiet that we could have heard a pin drop, and then the table exploded into cacophony of shouts and laughs. My mom burst out of her chair to hug Kresley first, and then Nicky, whose eyes looked suspiciously watery as he wound a gentle arm around Kresley’s waist. A waist that, come to think of it, did look just a little thicker than it had at Ian and Sam’s wedding.

      It took a while—a long while—to get through the hugs and cheek kisses and more hugs and back-slapping, but finally, several minutes later, we settled back into our chairs and passed around the platters of now-lukewarm food.

      “More babies,” my dad said happily as he plopped a steak onto his plate and handed the platter off to Ian. “You can never have enough. Who’s next after Nicky and Kresley?”

      “Not me,” Frankie said mildly and spooned a bite of baby food into Elizabeth’s waiting mouth. “Maybe once this one sleeps through the night.”

      “So, about six years,” Dad said, cutting into his meat. “Maybe Ian and Sam can step up.”

      Ian rolled his eyes and next to him, Sam’s lovely face, already prone to blushing, turned beet red. “Dad, we just got married. Maybe give us time to put away all the wedding gifts first.”

      “Can’t blame me for trying,” he replied with a shrug. “I have to cut George and Annie a break because they aren’t married yet, and it’s not like Andy’s in any danger of giving me more grandchildren right now.”

      I winced. “Ouch, Dad.” True enough, but it still stung. Like my father compared me to my perfect siblings and I came up short.

      “What?” Dad blinked obliviously. “You have plenty of time. You’re just single and enjoying your life.”

      “I wouldn’t say he’s enjoying it,” George remarked, his tone dry. “All he does is work lately.”

      “Business is good,” I argued. “You can’t blame me for taking advantage of demand. Lots of people want work done on their houses right now.”

      “Of course I don’t blame you for staying busy,” Dad replied. “I like that you’re a hard worker. But work will never make you as happy as a life and a family, and if you don’t make the time to figure those things out, the opportunity might pass you by.”

      “Dad.” Frankie’s sharp voice cut through the chatter. “He’s only twenty-eight. Nothing’s passing him by right now.”

      My dad threw up his hands defensively. “I know that. I just want to see him happy and settled like the rest of you.”

      Frankie rolled her eyes and turned to Kresley. “Anyway, have you started to think of names yet?”

      The topic change worked. My father didn’t miss a beat before he jumped in to suggest a long series of Greek family names while Kresley nodded politely and Nicky rolled his eyes. I just slumped into my seat and sawed at my steak, allowing myself at least a few moments to wallow in some uncharacteristic self-pity while the conversation flowed around me, most of it about the new baby.

      And none of it, thankfully, about me and my inability to maintain a relationship or reproduce.

      After everyone finished eating, the rest of the family wandered into the living room, while I, desperate for a couple of quiet minutes to regroup, volunteered for dish duty. I had just placed the stack of dirty dishes in the kitchen sink and was reaching for the sprayer to rinse them when Nicky walked in, his face serious. Concerned.

      “Hey,” he said, laying a big hand on my shoulder and squeezing gently. “Are you okay after that shit Dad said?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be okay?” I avoided my brother’s gaze and focused on the plates in the sink. “He was just being Dad. He doesn’t mean anything by it.”

      Nicky plucked a plate out of my hands as I finished rinsing it and tucked it into the open dishwasher. “No, he doesn’t, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t a crappy thing to say to you. Especially after the way that breakup went down.”

      I shook my head. “It’s really okay. It kind of sucks, but I’m fine.”

      “He’s just excited,” my big brother said. He grabbed a handful of silverware and arranged it in the little basket. “He wants all of us to be happy and pop out a billion grandkids.”

      Nicky straightened and settled his sharp gaze on me. My big brother was gregarious and outgoing, but he was observant, too. Never missed a thing. “I think you want that, too.”

      I nodded and passed my brother another dish. “Someday, yeah. Definitely. Just feeling a little hopeless about it right now, and seeing all of you so happy—I don’t want to be a drag, but I’m kind of envious.”

      “You’ll get there,” Nicky assured me. “Really.”

      I paused and curled my fingers over the lip of the sink as the water ran over the remaining dishes in the sink and swirled down the drain. “You really think I will?”

      “A guy like you?” Nicky sounded almost surprised that I asked. “Yeah. You really will. I promise. I’m guessing it’ll probably happen when you least expect it to.”
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