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      Falling Hard, Book 6

       

      Third time’s a charm.

       

      Georgie has always been a spur-of-the-moment, free spirited kind of girl. But as midnight on New Year’s Eve rolls around with her friends coming up with wine-induced resolutions, all eyes turn to her. They know about her “runaway bride” history, with three exes ready to attest to her aversion to vows of any kind. Maybe this year it’s time to make amends, especially with ex-fiancé number three. The one she literally left at the altar—Nick.

       

      Nick has spent the better part of a year working overtime to get over Georgie. As a divorce attorney surrounded by broken marriages day in and day out, he figures she did him a favor. But when they wind up at the same bar one night, he realizes he hasn’t moved on at all. All it takes is the feel of her arms around him, and his heart is ready to jump out of the frying pan to get closer to her fire…even if it means risking another serious burn.

    

  


  
    
      To my wine girls. You know who you are. For all the laughter at inappropriate moments, the secrets told and kept, and the advice that is—more often than not—spot on. My life is better because I call you my friends.
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      Georgie Russell picked up a couple of paper plates and threw them away. Another New Year’s Eve was winding down. While she had enjoyed this one—grateful to spend it with her friends—it also made her sort of sad.

      Not just for herself, but for her girlfriends. She was in a house surrounded by some of the most wonderful people she’d ever known and yet it felt like all of them were swimming in a sea of loneliness and regrets.

      Then Zoey had suggested they come up with resolutions, and while Georgie thought that was fine for her friends, she was a little bit worried about that vow to turn over a new leaf working for her. She’d always sucked at committing to something in January that might mean squat to her by September. She was more comfortable as a fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants kind of gal.

      But hopefully that would change. It needed to change. Because this year she knew what she wanted now would be the same thing she wanted in September. And the September after that. And…

      Georgie grinned as she recalled how much fun they’d had this evening. Damn, she was blessed with great girlfriends and she definitely saw the value of this idea for the other women. Over the course of the night, she’d seen a spark of hope emerge in all their faces. Georgie had to hand it to Zoey. She’d found the perfect way to keep everyone’s spirits up considering they were six single women facing yet another year alone. Georgie suspected none of them had been particularly happy about the fact they had no plans for New Year’s, even though they pretended otherwise.

      Kristen came into the kitchen and bumped Georgie’s hip in a friendly manner. “What’s up with you? Wine usually makes you chattier as the night rolls on, not quieter.”

      Georgie shrugged, trying to shake off her uncharacteristic lethargy. The girls counted on her to bring them up, but tonight she was too distracted. “I’m cool.”

      Kristen crossed her arms and leaned against the doorframe, blocking the exit. “Tell me more about this resolution of yours.”

      Georgie winced. “I thought we agreed they weren’t resolutions. I can’t do anything that even remotely resembles taking a vow.”

      Kristen snorted, then quickly tried to hide her response with her hand.

      Georgie rolled her eyes. “You can laugh, smartass. It’s not like we’re not all aware that Georgie left three guys standing at the altar. I’m in serious contention for Runaway Bride of the Century.”

      She expected Kristen to laugh again, but her friend’s face sobered up instead. “I have to admit I’ve always been curious about this. Your trips to the chapel of love all happened before we were friends. Were the grooms actually standing at the altar when you took off?”

      Georgie shrugged. “I guess. Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      “Depends on what you consider an altar. If you’re talking about in a church, then just the last one was left standing at an actual altar. Nick.” As she spoke his name, she felt a pang of regret, an ache in her chest and a hell of a lot of guilt. Those feelings had taken up permanent residence there in the year since she and Nick had been apart.

      Kristen blew out a long breath. “Yeah. His is the only story I’m vaguely familiar with.”

      Georgie wasn’t surprised to hear that. First of all, Kristen was a lawyer and secondly, her partner, Jason, was best friends with Nick. It was Jason who had been standing beside her ex-fiancé when Nick got the word she’d sprinted away from the church, barefoot in her wedding dress.

      “With the other guys, they weren’t exactly church weddings.”

      “Ah.” Kristen gave her a sympathetic grin. “Well, who knows? Maybe you’ll actually get to the part where they say ‘Is there anyone here who objects?’ next time.”

      Georgie laughed, perfectly aware of where Kristen was going with her joke. “Yeah. I can see it now. I’ll raise my hand, say ‘me!’ and then make the fifty-yard dash to the door.”

      They giggled as Kristen grabbed the last bottle of wine on the counter. It was nearly midnight and they’d consumed way too much already. They’d be lucky to finish the last one.

      “Laura told me to open this, but my head is spinning a bit,” Kristen confessed.

      “Mine too, but we’ve come this far. Can’t leave a man down. It’s a new year and that would be a bad precedent. Open it.”

      “I will never get used to your twisted logic.” Kristen picked up the corkscrew and tackled the bottle. Mercifully, her attention was focused on that and not Georgie’s face when she repeated her original question.

      “By the way, nice dodge, but I wasn’t born yesterday. Tell me about the reason for this second-chance goal, Georgie. I’m afraid it doesn’t make sense to me.”

      Georgie wished there was some way to get out of the room, but the kitchen in the townhouse was tiny and Kristen was still blocking the better half of the doorway.

      “Seems pretty self-explanatory to me.”

      Actually it didn’t and Georgie knew it. It was an insane goal that made zero sense, but she’d latched onto it because Shelly had really dug deep for her second-chance plan. Shelly wanted to lose weight—reinvent herself—and she’d shared it honestly. Georgie felt guilty she couldn’t do the same. So…she’d offered her friends part of the truth and prayed it would be enough. She’d thrown her goal out quickly, ashamed to admit she was hoping to derail the train. Take some of the seriousness out of the game and make it funny instead.

      Her plan had failed as everyone else announced their goals for the New Year. Georgie had listened as they listed the standard fare. Zoey was going to get healthy and Laura wanted to rediscover herself after a bad divorce.

      She’d been super impressed with Josie’s plan to fuck her way through every full moon. That one was totally cool. And then the Queen of Singlehood, Kristen, dropped the bomb that she wanted to find a husband. Those last two goals offered some potentially entertaining conversation for their standard Thursday wine nights.

      It was Georgie’s plan for a second chance at happiness that seemed less clear, less thought-out. Probably because she’d only given them a small peek at what she truly hoped to accomplish. Initially, she’d felt compelled to give them some lame goal like getting organized or something, but they wouldn’t have been satisfied with that. She had a reputation—well earned—for being outlandish. They never would have accepted that she’d make such a dumb resolution. So she’d said the first thing that popped into her head, just like she always did.

      “It’s really not that clear, Georgie. You’ve never struck me as the type to focus on the past. You’re always moving full steam ahead, trying new things, experiencing whatever life throws at you. When you want something, you go for it. This goal…” Kristen’s words faded away. She’d opened the wine and now she was looking straight at Georgie, which meant Georgie had to work overtime to school her features.

      “Feels like a big step backward.” Georgie knew that. Yet it was something she needed to do. She’d told her friends her goal was to reconnect with her three ex-fiancés. To make sure she’d made the right decision when she’d sprinted away from them. And while she truly intended to look up the exes, her reason for doing so was different from what she’d said.

      “Yeah,” Kristen said. “It does. There were clearly reasons why you walked away. What makes you think those reasons won’t still be there?”

      Georgie wasn’t sure how to explain, how to make Kristen understand that her reasons for leaving had less to do with the guys and everything to do with her own hang-ups. She’d never been good with confrontation when it came to matters of the heart. She could tell off strangers on the street for not picking up their dog’s poop or yell at fellow drivers who were texting behind the wheel. Those were battles she didn’t hesitate to fight. But when it came to breaking someone’s heart, she simply couldn’t do it.

      So instead she’d run. Three times. That was what she wanted to try to make right.

      She’d hurt three men and they deserved to know why. Plus she owed them all apologies. It was probably too late to make amends, but Georgie had to try. She simply couldn’t move forward until she’d done so. For years, she’d tried to avoid what she had done. Told herself she was better off letting bygones be bygones.

      Now she knew that decision had less to do with living in the moment and more to do with cowardice. She’d been too afraid to face up to her mistakes. If she had any hope for a happy future, she needed to acknowledge her faults and change her ways. Otherwise, she was destined for a long, lonely, unhappy life.

      While the other girls had accepted her goal at face value, she should have known old eagle eyes Kristen would smell a rat.

      “You’re right, Kristen. All the reasons why I left might still be there. And if they are, I’ll keep moving on, but I can’t do that until I’m sure.”

      “Sure of what?” Kristen asked.

      Sure that she didn’t let the love of her life slip away because she’d been too afraid of commitment, of failure, of truly giving her heart to the one man who would have made her life perfect.

      Georgie didn’t say any of that. Instead she shrugged and tried to minimize her goal, the purpose of this trip through the past. “I just have to say something to them. And then, it’s upward and onward.”

      She hoped.
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        January’s flower is the carnation. It symbolizes love, fascination and distinction. Some messages attached to it include “My heart aches for you”, “I’ll never forget you”, “You have disappointed me” and “I wish I could be with you”.

      

      

      

      Georgie spritzed herself with her favorite rose-scented perfume as she prepared for an evening out with the wine girls. The smell calmed her down, put her at ease. She had always respected the secret language of flowers. The Victorians used to believe each unique variety had a different meaning. So much could be said by the mere act of handing someone a flower. She thought of it often as she created the arrangements customers ordered from her small flower shop, Georgie’s Garden.

      This morning she’d put together a beautiful arrangement to display in her front window featuring a huge variety of colorful carnations. As she placed each flower in the vase, she considered their meaning and realized it was as if the carnations were telling the story of her screwed-up love life.

      The idea that flowers expressed some hidden meaning spoke to her. Nick Hammel, ex-fiancé number three, liked to tell her she put too much stock into the concept, but she dismissed his concerns. A straight-laced divorce lawyer, Nick had always been too black and white for her Technicolor world and it had led to some fairly heated discussions between the two of them.

      Which almost always ended with a different sort of heat…in the bedroom. The man was a master at making up. Sometimes she’d purposely push his buttons just for the passionate reward at the end.

      Of course that was a moot point now. Considering he hadn’t spoken more than a few forced civilities since she’d jumped out of the window at the church right before their wedding. Like right before. She’d heard the wedding march begin to play and she’d freaked the fuck out and run. Fast.

      She’d felt really bad about that escape. With the first two fiancés, she hadn’t made it quite as close to an actual ceremony, unless she counted Fist Bump Phil’s attempt at a romantic matrimonial gesture—which she didn’t. Leaving Nick standing at the altar was probably the worst thing she’d ever done in her life and there weren’t many nights where she didn’t lie in bed, consumed with the guilt of it.

      With any luck, she’d find some way to make it up to Nick this year. After all, she’d spoken that resolution out loud. To her friends. She didn’t doubt for a moment, they would remain true to their goals and they’d hold her to hers. They were sort of pushy…and lovely that way. That was why they were such awesome friends.

      But tonight wasn’t about her. She blew out a long breath, then fluffed her hair and touched up her eyeliner, trying to push away all thoughts of New Year’s resolutions, second chances and broken engagements. She’d think about that tomorrow. Tonight, she was focusing her energy on helping her friends take some steps toward finding their own happiness.

      She finished up her makeup, unbuttoned one more button on her blouse to expose a bit more of the girls—they were perky and ready to play—then she checked her watch.

      Party time.

      She was heading out with Laura and Kristen in an effort to help them achieve their resolutions. Laura wanted to feel younger, to discover the girl she’d once been, and Kristen wanted a man. Georgie felt pretty sure she could help them on both counts.

      She grabbed her phone and money, tucked it in the back of her jeans and headed down the block to Laura’s townhouse, walking fast in the cold air because she refused to put a jacket on over her brand-new, smoking-hot, check out my cleavage blouse.

      She’d offered to drive with the knowledge they’d be cabbing it home. If either Kristen or Laura had driven, they would have slowly sipped a single glass of wine and used the DD role as an excuse for not letting their hair down and having fun. Georgie wasn’t about to let either one of them bail or be lame.

      Once she arrived at Laura’s house, she gave both women a quick once over. Laura had a tendency to dress like a conservative librarian at times and Kristen, ever the lawyer, was a big fan of the power suit, which was more apt to scare off prospective suitors than find her some sexy man to rock her world between the sheets. However, her friends had taken her fashion tips and they actually looked pretty hot.

      Georgie approved their wardrobes and they headed to Blue Moon. She was amazed she had gotten them out with her at all. Kristen and Laura were the older members of their unlikely gang of friends and they typically preferred quiet nights at home over barhopping and dance clubs.

      Of course Georgie almost lost them at the door when they realized there was a band playing that drew in the college crowd, but it wasn’t like their bumfuck town had that many options for partying. Luckily, both women seemed determined to follow through on their plans for a second chance at happiness, so they paid the cover and came in.

      They snagged a table near the dance floor and started downing the lemon shooters like it was their job. Nothing like a little vodka to lower the inhibitions.

      Georgie closed her eyes, getting lost in the killer drumbeat. “This music kicks ass. I might have to see if the band is selling CDs during a break.”

      The waitress returned to offer another round at the same time three guys approached.

      “Hey,” one of the men said, “we’ll buy this round if you’ll share your table with us. This place is fucking packed.”

      “Deal,” Kristen said, sticking out her hand.

      All three of the guys were hot, but Georgie dismissed them. They were way too young for her girlfriends. Hell, Laura had a son about the same age as them. Then, Georgie took a closer look and begrudgingly decided they were probably too young for her too, but screw that jazz. That didn’t mean they weren’t fun to look at and flirt with. She might be in her thirties, but she was far from dead.

      Kristen, as always, took charge. “I’m Kristen and these are my friends, Georgie and Laura.”

      “Nice to meet you,” the guy said, pointing to himself and then his friends. “Frank, Wade and Randy.”

      They did another round of shots with their new tablemates, then Laura began awkwardly moving to the music.

      Georgie watched for a few seconds before losing it. “Oh fuck, what’s that?” she asked, giggling.

      Laura tilted her head, confused. “Dancing.”

      Georgie shook her head. “Never do that again. Um, hello, George Michael. Nobody swings their arms around like that anymore.”

      Laura laughed, and then asked for instructions. Georgie grabbed a guy, Kevin, from a nearby table to help in the lesson and soon her friend found a few decent moves that didn’t resemble a drowning woman flailing in the ocean.

      The night passed in a pleasant haze of shots, hot college guys and dancing. Georgie was glad they’d come. She’d been feeling blue since New Year’s Eve. Tonight was helping her break out of those doldrums.

      “You wanna dance?” Frank asked.

      Georgie nodded, then grinned when all three guys at their table, plus Kevin, followed her to the floor. She was the cream filling in a frat-boy cookie and it was fun. Between the flashing lights, the sweet beat and the heat of the vodka, Georgie felt weightless, like a feather floating along the current of a gentle river.

      Nothing could ruin this buzz.

      Or so she thought.

      She glanced over at the table to check on Kristen and Laura and spied Jason standing there with Nick. Her heart skipped a beat and she sucked in a deep breath to steady herself. He was staring directly at her and he looked totally pissed. Of course, that was his standard expression whenever she ran into him these days.

      She considered her resolution. Though she’d originally planned to knock fiancés number one and two off her list before approaching Nick, she didn’t think she should look this gift horse in the mouth. Tonight was as good as any to start phase one of the second-chances goal in regards to Nick. After all, she was riding pretty high on vodka courage.

      She excused herself from the group of guys surrounding her, ignoring their disappointed looks—as if she’d seriously hook up with boys who probably used fake IDs to get into the bar—and made a beeline for the table.

      Georgie feigned annoyance. “What the hell? What are you two doing here? It’s GNO.”

      Jason frowned. “GNO?”

      Kristen and Nick responded in unison. “Girls’ Night Out.”

      Georgie tried not to grin at Nick’s quick response explaining her acronym. Her abbreviations used to drive him nuts. He’d always look at her and say, “Why can’t you just say the damn words?” Which, of course, encouraged her to use even more text speak.

      When Nick stepped closer, Georgie fought to calm her nerves. She’d only seen him a handful of times since she’d left him in the church and he’d been chilly at best.

      “Looks more like the Babysitter Club out there,” he said with a slight jeer. She tried to read his tone. Was he putting her down—still angry—or was he jealous?

      Georgie forced a laugh and tried to play it cool. “I was just warming them up for Kristen, seeing if any of them had future husband written on them. By the way,” Georgie said, looking at Kristen, “they all want kids. Sorry.”

      Kristen had come here tonight in hopes of finding some potential husband candidates and Georgie had promised to help. Since she sure as hell wasn’t interested in finding a guy for herself, she’d spent her evening interviewing possible hook-ups for Kristen and Laura.

      Mercifully, the waitress returned with another round of shots. While Georgie had consumed more than her fair share of vodka, it wasn’t nearly enough to still the butterflies in her stomach now that Nick was here. They’d been standing next to each other for all of five minutes, which was the current record in their new status of “broken engagement couple”.

      Nick placed his hand over Georgie’s as she started to lift the glass. His hand was huge and covered hers completely. She prayed he couldn’t feel it shaking.

      “Um, George,” Nick started, using his nickname for her. She melted a bit. She’d always pretended to hate it when he called her George, but in truth, she got wet every time he said it. Tonight was no exception. Dammit.

      “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

      Georgie glared at him. No small task considering how far she had to look up. She’d always thought they must have looked like an odd couple, Nick’s burly, six-three mountain casting a huge shadow over her five-two petite frame. Tonight wasn’t as awkward though. She’d bought herself a few inches with her kick-ass heels. Not that it made her feel any bigger next to Nick.

      “Nope. Not yet.” Georgie shook off his hold. “Here’s to second chances and sexy college guys,” she said, hoping to gather more evidence that he might be more jealous than pissed off. Nick rewarded her sauciness with a growl.

      Then he lifted his own shot glass and drank as well.

      Georgie wasn’t sure why he was sticking around. She was used to him avoiding her like the plague. They’d had four run-ins since the wedding day. Once in the grocery store, once on the street outside Kristen’s townhouse, and twice in local bars. Each time, he said a very gruff hello, then turned and walked away before she could respond.

      They’d never talked about her desertion at the wedding. Not once. She’d lost her mind, run away, and that was it. She had considered calling him at least a thousand times in the week immediately following, but she’d never found the courage to dial the number. Then, as more time passed, she realized he hadn’t called her either.

      She reached across Nick to grab a pretzel from the bowl in the middle of the table, using the motion to lean closer. She took a quick sniff, her body reacting to the familiar smell of him—the masculine cologne she’d bought him for Christmas two years earlier bringing back a flood of good memories.

      Of Nick standing in front of the mirror in the morning, slapping the scent on after a shave. Or the way he’d reach for her before leaving for work, picking her up in a giant bear hug. Or the night he’d come home after a few days out of town. She’d met him at the door where he’d scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder like a sexy firefighter, carrying her to the bedroom where he’d done unspeakable, delicious things to her body.

      A wave of heat suffused her, making her flush. And sway.

      Damn. She really shouldn’t have had that last shot. Tipsy was giving way to drunk. Not a smart move given her plan.

      Nick’s deep voice caught her attention. “Um, Jason.”

      She looked up in time to see Nick gesturing to her. Great.

      The first time she managed to score a little bit of time with Nick without him storming off in a huff and she’d ruined it by overindulging in vodka.

      “GNO appears to be over,” Jason said.

      Georgie wondered if it was physically possible to kick her own ass. That desire quickly passed when she realized the guys intended to drive them home. Wow. What the hell was going on? Of all her former fiancés, she’d anticipated Nick’s anger would be the hardest to break through. That he’d be the most resistant to her attempts to apologize and make amends.

      “Come on, George,” he murmured.

      She fought to restrain her grin when Nick wrapped his arm around her waist, intent of helping her to the car. She wasn’t that damn drunk, but she also wasn’t stupid enough to admit it either.

      She looked up at him, her brows furrowed. “You’re being nice to me.”

      He shrugged, though his scowl didn’t soften. “You caught me on a good night.”

      “So you’ll hate me again tomorrow?”

      Nick didn’t respond immediately, though she thought she heard him say something that sounded like, “I don’t hate you” as they approached the car. Unfortunately, someone driving by honked their horn so she couldn’t be sure he’d spoken at all.

      Her glee over having Nick with her grew when Jason took the driver’s seat as Kristen claimed shotgun. Nick climbed in the backseat, pushing her to the middle wedged between him and Laura.

      “How come I get the bitch seat?” she asked.

      Nick rolled his eyes, but she didn’t think he was as annoyed as he was pretending. “Just buckle up, George.”

      She purposely fumbled with the seatbelt until Nick grabbed it and snapped the buckle for her, his hands brushing her hip. She sucked in a breath and fought off the desire to straddle his lap and feel that gorgeous big cock of his pressed against her pussy. It had been so long since she’d been with a man.

      A year, in fact. And the last man had been Nick.

      Distraction. She needed a distraction. And fast.

      So she turned to Laura to ask her about the guy she’d been talking to just before they left. Laura explained that she’d been friends with the man—Bryan—in high school, mercifully filling the time between the bar and home with some funny stories about her and Bryan, who sounded like a pretty cool guy.

      When they arrived at the parking lot of their townhouses, Georgie expected the guys to say their goodbyes.

      She was delighted when Nick reached in to help her out of the car. She’d always loved how big and strong he was. She didn’t give a shit if that made her sound girlie and helpless. She just liked how easily he was able to move her around. It made her hot and horny.

      God…the vibrator was definitely coming out tonight.

      Nick turned as if he was going to get back in the car. And he would have if she hadn’t almost face-planted on the sidewalk. Thank goodness he was still close enough to catch her.

      Heels and vodka were definitely not a smart mix. She giggled as she continued to grip his forearms, his hands grasping her waist firmly.

      “Oops,” she said. “Guess you were right. I really shouldn’t have had that last shot.”

      Nick looked up to the sky quizzically.

      “What are you looking for?” she asked, swaying with the effort.

      “Lightning. Surely it’s about to strike. You just said I was right about something.”

      She laughed, then tried to find her footing again, which was surprisingly difficult. “Why is this sidewalk so lumpy?”

      Nick sighed. “Yeah. It’s the sidewalk’s fault you can’t walk.”

      Georgie didn’t have time to reply when he bent down and picked her up. She reached out instinctively to wrap her hands around his neck.

      “I’ll take her inside and get her to bed,” Nick said to Jason.

      As soon as Nick said bed, Georgie’s tipsy mind raced to at least twenty different gutters. Oh man, she missed sex with this man. For such a straight and narrow guy, he was all kinds of kinky in the bedroom.

      This night just kept getting better and better.

      If only her head weren’t so damn fuzzy.

      

      Nick carried Georgie upstairs, wondering how in the hell he’d let himself get here. He’d sworn he was finished with Georgie Russell forever. The girl was trouble with a capital T and he’d spent the better part of the past year alternating between drinking her away, cursing her name and missing her so bad his gut ached.

      When Jason had mentioned he was dropping documents by the bar for Kristen to sign, Nick had said he’d wait in the car. Then Jason said something about that being for the best since Georgie was with Kris and Nick had found himself turning off the engine and getting out. He’d pointedly ignored Jason’s knowing expression, the one that all but screamed, “Aha! I knew you weren’t over her yet.”

      And now, here he was, carrying an intoxicated Georgie to her bedroom, while a chorus of voices in his head called him a jackass and a fool.

      Worse than that was the fact his cock was singing its own happy tune, coming to life even though it was definitely destined for disappointment. Even if Georgie weren’t three sheets to the wind, Nick was never sleeping with her again. Ever.

      As they approached her bed, Nick bent over to place her on the mattress. He was surprised when her hands remained locked around his neck, holding him in place.

      “George,” he murmured, trying to unhook her hands.

      She giggled and he realized her eyes were open, looking at him. “Got you,” she teased. “You’re trapped. SOL.”

      Her words were slightly slurred, but not inaccurate. He was definitely shit out of luck tonight. Standing somewhere he had no business being.

      He narrowed his eyes, but stopped trying to escape her surprisingly strong grip. “How much did you drink?”

      Georgie’s lower lip came out and she looked like a young child. “Not as much as I was going to. You broke up my girl party. You owe me.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her he didn’t owe her a damn thing. After all, she was the one who’d left him standing at the altar with egg all over his face. She was the one who’d ripped his heart out and stomped on it. She was the one who haunted his dreams night after night and left his body aching with unbearable desires he wished would just go away.

      He hadn’t slept with a woman since Georgie, though it hadn’t been for lack of trying. He’d gone out quite a few nights with nothing short of a hookup on his mind, but he’d never managed to convince himself to take any of the willing women home with him. He’d spend hours with gorgeous women, talking and flirting. And flaccid. Then he’d go home alone, see Georgie’s face in his dreams, and become hard enough to drive nails in concrete. It was maddening.

      However, he didn’t bother to call her to task. She was drunk and he was fairly certain she wouldn’t remember any of this in the morning.

      “Let go of me, George. You need to sleep this off.”

      She held his gaze, though her focus seemed to waver. Then her arms dropped. He stood, intent on leaving until she started trying to unbutton her jeans, clumsily. He watched her for several minutes, waging an internal battle with himself.

      Get the fuck out of here.

      Stick around for the show.

      Go now, you moron.

      Finally, Georgie made the decision for him. “I can’t get out,” she said. “I’m stuck.”

      He would have chuckled at the panic in her drunken voice if he weren’t struggling so hard to control his damn arousal. “Just sleep in your clothes.”

      “Can’t breathe. Jeans too tight.”

      She had that right. He’d nearly yanked her out of the bar when he’d spotted her wiggling her firm, gorgeous ass with all those guys on the dance floor. “Dammit, George.”

      He resented being put in this position, but it was his own fault for getting out of the damn car. He should have let Jason run into Blue Moon to get his document signed and then the two of them would have moved on to another bar. He’d made this bed by being such an idiot.

      Nick pushed her hands away as she continued to fight with the button.

      He quickly unfastened it, and then slid the zipper down. He paused and held his breath when she lifted her hips and waited for him to tug the denim off. Nick closed his eyes briefly, praying for strength, and then he slipped the sexy-as-fuck heels off her feet and dragged the jeans down.

      If he’d been any sort of gentleman, he would have thrown a comforter over her and left the room. Unfortunately, he didn’t possess that much willpower. His gaze drifted over her shapely legs before honing in on her tiny pale-blue panties with a little white flower on them. They were lace. God. He’d always loved her feminine underpants.

      Georgie was oblivious to his stare. She slipped off a necklace with some charm he couldn’t see and rolled clumsily three times to the other side of her bed where she tucked it into a jewelry box. Then she rolled back, giggling. “I’m dizzy.”

      “Jesus,” he muttered when her hands began fighting to tug her blouse off.

      She’s trying to kill me.

      Nick watched her struggle for a few seconds, and then he started on the buttons, slipped them free one at a time. He blew out a long breath as he pushed the silk over her shoulders. The blouse joined the jeans on the floor and he was treated to a view of the push-up bra that matched her sexy panties.

      His cock thickened even more and he sympathized with her complaint about her jeans being too tight. He tried to covertly reposition the poor guy before the denim cut off all circulation. He needed to get the hell out of this room.

      “Nick.”

      He glanced at Georgie’s face, surprised to see some of her previous drunken giddiness had faded.

      “I gotta go, George.”

      She nodded. “I know. But…”

      He paused, resisting the urge to leave as much as the desire to stay. “But what?” His tone was abrupt, angry. It seemed the only two emotions he was able to manage with her these days were anger and lust. The combination was uncomfortable as hell.

      For a moment, it seemed as if she was going to say something very serious. Her eyes were sad. He didn’t need to hear this. Couldn’t hear it.

      He started to turn, just as she swallowed heavily and said, “I don’t feel so good.”

      “Fuck,” he muttered. “You’re too tiny to drink that much vodka. I’ve told you this before. You drink like a goddamn linebacker.”

      She giggled and for the first time, Nick felt his lips tip up at the sound. Georgie had a great laugh.

      “I don’t like being sick.”

      “I know.”

      “The room is spinning and there’s the loud sort of roaring in my ears and I can’t feel my lips. That’s not good, is it?”

      He shook his head.

      “Will you stay with me? Just for a little while?”

      Nick glanced at the door. He could be out of this room, down the stairs and back on the street in less than twenty steps. Then he looked at her once more and gruffly said, “Scoot over.”

      He pulled his phone out of his pocket and texted Jason a message that said he might be a little while. He got a quick reply from his friend that told him to take his time.

      Georgie made room for him on the bed and he dropped down, lying next to her and cursing himself for being so fucking stupid. Despite his fully dressed, shoes-still-on state, she was practically naked. A truth that became even more obvious when she placed her head on his shoulder and wrapped her arm around his waist.

      “You’re so big.” Her words were slurred, sleepy. He hoped she’d pass out quickly so he could extricate himself from her hold and escape. Jason was waiting at Kristen’s place and no doubt the two of them were laughing their asses off that Nick was still here.

      Jason had sworn—even after Georgie ran—that she was the perfect woman for him. Then Jason would remind Nick that he’d warned him to nail the windows in the church shut and to lock all the doors. It was true. Jason had said all that. But Nick hadn’t wanted to trap her in the church just to get her to marry him. Of course, he hadn’t thought she’d take off either.

      “I’ve always been big, George. Just another one of the reasons why it should have been obvious we weren’t meant to be.”

      “Another reason? Were there others?”

      Her somewhat alert question took him by surprise. He hadn’t expected her to respond. He tried to catch a glimpse of her face, but all he could see was the top of her head as she lay still against his chest.

      He sighed. “There were plenty of others.” God knew he’d spent enough time trying to figure out why she’d left.

      Georgie didn’t reply or ask what they were. Her breathing was softer and he suspected she was falling asleep. That knowledge encouraged him to keep talking. To say the things he’d spent one very long, painful year thinking about. He had compiled quite a list of reasons why she’d run and why he should have seen it coming.

      “We were friends for years, but things seemed to change once we started dating. Things I didn’t notice until you were gone. I mean you stopped telling me about your day.” He realized that sounded like a dumb reason, but in the nights after she had left, he’d lain awake trying to figure out if there had been signs. And surprisingly he’d found lots of them.

      “And you never left a toothbrush at my place or even a change of underwear.” When he’d gone home after the failed wedding, he had anticipated having to pack up her stuff. He hadn’t found anything. Not one damn thing. That fact had crashed in on him like a ton of bricks.

      “You never missed me when I was out of town.” It wasn’t unusual for him to travel with his job. As a divorce lawyer, he frequently needed to gather information regarding his client’s soon-to-be ex and that would take him away for a day or two here and there. He’d attended a weeklong conference while he was dating Georgie and when he got back, it felt to him as if she hadn’t even realized he was gone.
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