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      George Pallas . . . sexy, swoony, and a man who had the ability to break my heart.  If I let him.

      

      I met George at a conference two years ago, and after a steamy night together he’d disappeared on me.  Fast forward to his brother’s wedding, where he’s the best man and I’m the maid of honor—Yeah, I didn’t see that one coming, either!  He looks just as sexy and gorgeous, if not more so, but talk about an awkward situation.

      

      Oh, and did I forget to mention that he’s just been hired on as a vet at the veterinary practice where I work?

      

      But despite all that, neither one of us can forget that night we spent together . . . and we find ourselves spending a few more heated evenings between the sheets.  We both swear it’s nothing but a convenient friends-with-benefits situation, until I find myself falling hard and fast for the irresistible charmer—a man who doesn’t do long term, committed relationships.

      

      Will I be his first . . . or will I end up with my heart in pieces?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Annie

      

      

      

      “What about this one?”

      My sister Josie’s eyes flicked up from her phone to focus on the green dress that I held in front of my body. Her eyes narrowed as she thoughtfully chewed the inside of her cheek.

      “A little formal for a barbecue,” she said. “Don’t you think?”

      I turned around to hang the dress on the back of my closet door. “It’s not just a barbecue. It’s Sam’s engagement party.”

      “Oh, right.” Josie nodded, pushing herself up from my pillows into a sitting position on the edge of the mattress as she eyed the dress again, more critically this time. “Who is this guy, anyway? Have you met him? I’m a no on the dress, by the way. I still think it’s too formal.”

      “Of course I’ve met Ian,” I said as I plucked the dress off the hook and disappeared into the closet again. I sorted through the hangers until I came to a soft pink sundress, then emerged to hold it up for Josie’s inspection.

      “Yeah, that one,” she said with a short nod. “What’s he like?”

      I wiggled out of my shorts before picking them up to toss them into the hamper. “Well, he worships Sam, for openers.”

      Worship seemed pretty accurate, in my estimation. My best friend and her future husband fit together like puzzle pieces—not identical, but perfectly complementary. She was an introvert with an anxious streak while Ian was a little more outgoing, with a relaxed and easy temperament. They both overflowed with creativity, and the home they shared was full of art and life and laughter. I used to spend every spare second I had at Sam’s house, but they needed their space and time to themselves. There were no hard feelings—my best friend was just moving on to a new phase in life and I was genuinely happy for her.

      Josie settled back into the pillows and picked up the phone again, tapping away at God-knew-what. She was always reading a book or some journal article or completing a puzzle because, as she explained it, her brain simply didn’t have an off switch, and she just needed to burn off the extra energy.

      Honestly, she was brilliant. All of us Walsh kids were smart, but Josie? She ran circles around the rest of us with that big brain of hers.

      “Sam deserves someone who feels that way about her,” Josie said as she idly scrolled. “After those nightmare parents of hers—”

      “No argument here,” I muttered.

      I wondered if Andrea and Greg would even come to the party—as far back as I could remember, they couldn’t stand to be in the same room together. More focused on their mutual animosity toward one another than the daughter caught in the line of fire. It was the reason that Sam spent so much time with our family growing up, until she became a bonus sister for all of us.

      Josie looked back up at me again, her hazel eyes careful. Assessing. She lived in her own little world a lot of the time, but when she was looking at someone—really looking—she didn’t miss a thing.

      “Is something bugging you?” she finally asked. “You seem a little…I don’t know, tense.”

      I yanked off my t-shirt, chucking it on top of the shorts in my laundry hamper before I pulled the pink dress off the hanger.

      “Please don’t mention this to Sam because I don’t want her to feel bad,” I began, then paused for a second as I pulled the dress over my head and let it fall into place. “But the more of these things I go to—you know, engagement parties, bridal showers, weddings—the more I wonder if there’s something like that waiting for me.”

      I smoothed the dress into place before twisting to close the side zipper. I had Josie’s full attention now, and I could practically hear the wheels in her brain whirring as she processed my little confession.

      “Never heard you say that before,” she finally said. She looked away, as though choosing her words carefully. “Does it bother you? To see them together?”

      I looked up as I finished pulling the zipper into place. “No, absolutely not,” I said firmly. I turned to my dresser and opened my jewelry box, feeling my sister’s eyes lingering on me. “When Sam and Ian got together, it was like—like high-powered magnets slamming together. They’re so happy that it radiates off them, and I practically get a high from it when I spend time with them.” I slid a chunky bracelet on my wrist and turned back to my sister. “I just…hope there’s something like that out there for me.”

      I straightened and held my arms out for my sister’s final approval.

      “Earrings,” Josie said. “You need earrings.” She rose to her feet and stepped closer to me, bending down to fix the hem of my dress before she straightened, looking me in the eye. “And you will find something like that for you. People like you don’t come along every day, you know?”
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        * * *

      

      I knew how big families worked–I was the third of six kids, after all–and so I wasn’t remotely surprised when I stepped into Ian’s parents’ house and saw that the small cookout that Ian and Sam planned, an opportunity for all the wedding attendants to meet and to celebrate the newly engaged couple, was a huge to-do by any small family standards.

      People filled every corner of the house, but I managed to slip inside and wind my way unnoticed through the crowd, peering around all the rooms of the unfamiliar home, until I found Ian and Sam standing side-by-side in the large backyard. Sam’s eyes met mine and she practically sagged in relief against Ian, who slanted a smile down at her and curled an arm around her waist.

      “Thank God you’re here,” she hissed as I drew closer. “This guy—" she jerked a thumb up at her fiancé, Ian “—swore that it would be just a little celebration when his mom offered to put this thing together for us. But…just look at this huge party.”

      She gestured at the milling crowd, which appeared to be about ninety percent Ian’s family and ten percent Sam’s friends. Sam looked like she was ready to crawl up the walls, while Ian seemed—well, a little bit amused by the whole thing.

      I exchanged glances with Ian and shrugged. “I could’ve told you that,” I said matter-of-factly. “By big family standards? This is downright modest.”

      Ian craned his neck as he looked around at the crowd. “Mom actually edited down the guest list a bit more than I thought she would. Dad must’ve told her that she couldn’t invite all her Hellenic Society friends.” He bent down to press a kiss to the side of Sam’s head. “And anyway, it’s not so bad. I’ll be with you, and half of these people will probably ditch us as soon as they finish eating.”

      Sam looked up at him, and it was impossible to miss the soft expression in her eyes or the way his arm tightened around her waist. Watching them—it brought my attention right back to that lonely place inside that I tried to ignore most of the time. My life was so full—with my best friends, with a family I adored, a job that challenged and satisfied me—but I was tired of coming home to an empty apartment, cooking meals for one, and the lonely, solitary evenings.

      Stop with the pity party, I scolded myself.

      I’d feel bad for myself when I got home, where I had a pint of cherry chip ice cream and four episodes of a series about serial killers waiting for me. Murder shows and ice cream weren’t as good as true love, but they were a pretty good way to kill a lonely evening. Pun intended.

      Ian’s face brightened as he spied something over my shoulder, and he raised one tattooed arm to wave someone over before he looked at me again. “Since you’re the maid of honor, you should probably meet the best man.”

      One of Ian’s many brothers or cousins, I assumed, and turned around to greet the man in question. But when my eyes landed on the handsome face, the tall, muscular body, I froze in utter shock.

      I knew this guy. All six feet and—what, four? Five inches? And I knew them intimately—the feel of his lips sliding along mine, the press of his golden skin against my heated flesh and the way his fingers, his tongue, his cock felt between my legs.

      Yeah, I definitely remembered George. We didn’t exchange last names at that conference two years ago when we’d indulged in a steamy one night stand, but I was unlikely to forget the beautiful man who broke me apart with pleasure for hours before he’d abruptly disappeared on me.

      “Annie, meet my younger brother George,” Ian said, reaching forward to clap his sibling on the back.

      George’s eyes—a shocking blue instead of smoky dark like the rest of his family—widened slightly as they landed on my face, but he didn’t miss a beat. With a genuine smile, he pulled me in for a quick hug, faster than I could dodge it. And damn, he smelled amazing and felt great against me—so good that I felt almost disoriented when he let me go and took a step back, eyes still trained on me, still smiling like he was the happiest man in the world to see me.

      What. The. Hell?

      “Great to meet you,” I said thickly.

      I stood stiff as a board and—my hands, what the fuck was I supposed to do with my hands? I wished I had a drink or something to occupy them, but instead I was just frozen in place, imprisoned in quite possibly the most awkward situation of my entire life as I encountered the man who’d ruined me for all others—before ghosting me.

      “The pleasure,” he rumbled, his voice so deep and warm that my toes involuntarily curled in my sandals, “is all mine.”
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      Two years ago

      My phone’s persistent buzz on the nightstand roused me from a light sleep. Jesus, what time was it? I cracked an eye, squinting against the watery morning light that filtered through the blinds.

      Early. Too early to deal with a phone call.

      I closed my eyes again and curled around the sleeping body next to mine. Annie, she said her name was. Tall and slim, with dark hair that spread across the pillows like a cloud and tickled my face as I nuzzled close enough to press a warm kiss to the back of her neck.

      She muttered something, sighing softly, but didn’t wake.

      She was…well, stunningly beautiful for openers. Young—maybe twenty-three or twenty-four. Not the kind of person I expected to run into at a veterinary conference, but we wound up sitting next to each other during a heinously dull session about add-on services. Annie wasn’t a veterinarian—rather an office manager for a practice, she’d said, but her boss liked to bring her along to these things.

      We decided to meet for dinner—a dinner that turned into hours of conversation, with drinks and a shared dessert. She was smart. Funny. So mind-bendingly sexy that I wanted her roughly five seconds after we met, a feeling that only intensified as the evening went on.

      And eventually, we wound up here in her room, tangled naked in the crisp white sheets. She fucked like a siren, joyful and unself-conscious, riding my cock like she owned me, fingers pinching and pulling her pink nipples while I played with her clit and smacked her perfect ass to encourage her to go faster, harder. Until my own control slipped, and I flung her on to her back, arranging her legs over my shoulders so I could pound into her tight, warm pussy until both of us came so hard we saw stars.

      An angry buzz sounded again as the phone rattled against the wooden tabletop next to the bed. Fine. Fine. With a muttered curse, I rolled away from the sleeping woman next to me and fumbled for my phone. I blinked a few times, willing my blurry vision to focus on the screen.

      Shit—my boss. But why the hell was he calling at—I squinted at the screen again—seven in the morning? I tapped ACCEPT and brought the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?” I rasped, trying to keep my voice low so I didn’t disturb Annie.

      “Morning, George,” Tom said. Chipper old bastard—he liked to get up with the sun, he always said. “Did I wake you?”

      “No, not at all,” I lied.

      I eased up into a sitting position, lowering my feet to the floor as I ran my hands through my sex-tousled hair. A mess, I could tell. Annie couldn’t keep her hands out of it, gripping the short strands as I ruthlessly tongued her clit and plunged my fingers into her dripping wet pussy.

      Work. I needed to think about work.

      “There’s a breakfast meeting in an hour,” Tom said. “Some of the top small animal practices in Washington will be there and a few of them are looking for new veterinarians. You need to be there.”

      My fellowship with Tom would end soon and I was looking for a job. I couldn’t afford to miss any potential opportunity.

      “Where’s it at?” I slid from the bed and started quickly collecting my clothes, hopping into my boxers and pants as Tom rattled off a few instructions in my ear.

      “I’ll be there,” I told him. “Thanks.”

      I ended the call and turned around to toss the phone on the bed and finish getting dressed, and I saw her, gloriously sleep-rumpled and sitting up with the sheet pulled up over her bare breasts. For a second, I thought about blowing off the breakfast meeting, shucking my pants and crawling back into bed with her for the rest of the day.

      No, I told myself, and willed my already-stirring cock to lay back down.

      Meeting. New job. Priorities. Those were the immediate things I needed to focus on right now, and not how much I still wanted this woman.

      “Morning,” she mumbled. She pushed thick sable hair out of her face and adjusted the sheet around herself as she focused her gaze on me. “Are you—” she bit off whatever she was about to say, and a thick silence settled between us.

      “I have to go,” I said, scooping my shirt off the ground before pulling it over my head and smoothing it into place. “Last night was…well, it was fun. I enjoyed it.”

      “Yeah,” she said, her tone polite, but distant.

      Whatever connection we forged last night over hours of conversation and mind-blowing sex, I’d shattered it when I rolled out of bed and started pulling on my clothes to leave.

      “I—" I started, but trailed off.

      I’d like your number? I’d like to see you again? No, I decided. This was a one-night thing and I had no idea where I’d be working or living in a few weeks, and I doubt I’d have the time to date anyone. It was better to just wish her well and let it go when my life was currently so unsettled and complicated.

      “I have to go,” I repeated instead.

      “Okay,” she said quietly. “Maybe I’ll see you around sometime.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed, even though I knew it was highly unlikely.

      I finished dressing and showed myself to the door while Annie sat stiffly in the bed, still wrapped in the sheet. And as the hotel room door shut behind me and I walked away, I realized that we hadn’t said goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      Present day

      I never thought of myself as a relationship guy before, but after that night with Annie, I kicked myself for months for walking away without getting her full name or a way to reach her. Every so often, I thought about her and still felt a swift kick of regret about not asking to see her again. At one point, I considered trying to track her down using veterinary association directories and social media, but what would I say? Hi, I’m the asshole who ran out on you after our all night fuck-fest—want to hang out again?

      Yeah, I knew that wouldn’t go over well, and I never did try to find her. Too busy with finishing my veterinary fellowship, finding a new job, trying to build a career in an increasingly difficult industry.

      But there she was, at my brother’s engagement party. And what’s more, I was the best man and she was the maid of honor. We would be spending some time together, and it didn’t matter that we had a history.

      A tangled, sweaty, naked history.

      Be friendly, I thought when she turned around and I saw her face, just as heartbreakingly beautiful as it was two years ago. Be friendly. I reached out and pulled her into a brief, amicable hug, hands firmly in the safe zone as I wrapped my arms around her for a second, maybe two, before I let her go.

      “Great to meet you,” she said, her expression neutral. She flashed a smile, and—Jesus, even the slight curve of her full lips transformed her face, and she was so stunning that it made my eyes hurt all over again. Just like two years ago.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” I replied, and nearly groaned as soon as the words floated out into the air.

      And now you just officially made things weird. Great job George, I thought, suppressing a wince.

      “Annie’s been my best friend since I was—what, nine?” Sam said, looking to Annie for confirmation.

      “Eight-and-a-half,” Annie corrected, her wide-eyed gaze still fixed on me. “I’ve got a very good memory.” That smile quirked up a little higher on one side, and the effect was—well, devastating. Warmth and humor radiated from her, even past the careful mask she wore as her eyes bored into mine.

      Sam laughed. “Yeah, you do.” She stepped away from Ian and toward Annie, looping their arms together. “I need to borrow Annie for a few minutes, actually. We’ll be right back.”

      Relief warred with disappointment as Sam led Annie away into the house—and maybe disappointment was winning, based on the little twist I felt in my chest when Annie glanced at me over her shoulder. She’d let the cool, cautious mask fall away, and I saw curiosity and careful appraisal.

      Interesting.

      One of my aunts grabbed Ian next, pressing kisses to his cheeks as she pulled him away to grill him about the wedding and the number of children they planned to have. I grabbed a fresh beer from an icy tub in the backyard and wandered through the crowd until I found my oldest brother Nicky, sprawled out in a lounge chair, eyes on his wife as she chatted with our younger sister, Frankie, a few feet away.

      “Hey, little brother,” he said as I lowered myself into the chair next to him. He studied me for a second, then frowned. “What’s bothering you?”

      I took a sip of my beer. “Nothing’s bothering me.”

      Nicky rolled his eyes. “Police detective, remember? Don’t bullshit me.”

      I sighed. Nicky could always hear a lie for what it was. “Fine. But keep it to yourself, okay?”

      He pantomimed a zipping motion across his lips. “I can keep a secret. You’re the family gossip.”

      I shrugged. True enough—but that’s how it was in big families. Not a lot of secrets or privacy, but I knew I could trust Nicky to keep this to himself. “It’s about the maid of honor.”

      “Who, Annie?”

      I ran my finger through the condensation on the side of my bottle, tracing an A into the fog, then wiping it away with a quick brush of my fingers. “You know her?”

      Nicky nodded. “Yeah, I’ve met her a couple times. She’s nice. Funny. Gorgeous, too.” He studied me. “Why, you interested?”

      I sucked a breath between my teeth. “She and I might have…already slept together.” At his raised eyebrow, I hastily added, “It was a couple of years ago at a conference. I ducked out the next morning and we haven’t seen each other since.”

      He whistled, eyebrow still raised. “Well, that’s awkward. What do you plan to do about it now?”

      I slumped down in my seat. “Not sure. Apologize, maybe, since we’re going to be spending some time together. The thing is—” I paused, searching for the right words. “I did like her. We got along extremely well and I regret leaving her the way I did. I still think she’s really attractive, I just…” I trailed off.

      “Just what?” Nicky pressed. He leaned in closer, eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “If you want to ask her out, then do it. She’s an adult, George, and people hookup all the time. Did she totally fall apart when she saw you?”

      I shook my head. “No. We barely said anything to each other, honestly.”

      “Then what’s the problem here? Just talk to her and see how it goes.”

      I frowned. “She might tell me to piss off. And maybe I’d deserve it.”

      “Hey,” Nicky protested. “That’s my little brother you’re talking about. Were you totally horrible the last time you saw her?”

      With a thoughtful swig of my beer, I shook my head. “No, it was just awkward, I guess. We had an amazing evening the night before—really clicked, you know? And then we went back to her room. I got a call the next morning about a really important meeting, said goodbye and that was it.”

      “No exchanging numbers or anything?”

      “No,” I replied glumly. “I was trying to get a job after my fellowship and I was moving around so much, I wasn’t in the frame of mind to date anyone.” I paused for a second, and decided to let my real fear out, the one that had been dogging me since long before this engagement party. “I still wonder that sometimes—it’s always just hookups. I haven’t been serious with anyone in a long time. Maybe I’m just not a relationship kind of guy.”

      Nicky’s dark eyes blazed as he stiffened, leaning forward in his chair as he laid a firm hand on my arm.

      “George,” he said firmly. “Listen to yourself. How many free surgeries have you done for puppies and kittens at the shelter this month?”

      I thought for a second. “About twelve. But I don’t see what that—"

      “Twelve free surgeries, George,” Nicky reiterated. “You’re an amazing person with a huge heart. If you think you can’t extend that to human beings—well, that’s just bullshit. When you find someone you’re ready to take that step with, you will. Just don’t stress about it. And if you want to get to know Annie a little bit better, ask her out, and if she’s not interested, then it’s her loss. Okay?”

      I swallowed hard, nodding. “Okay,” I repeated.

      “Great.” Nicky rose to his feet with a final firm pat on my shoulder. “I’m gonna go hang out with my wife. I’m glad we had this talk.”

      I tossed off a casual salute as Nicky ambled away through the grass and back to the covered porch attached to the back of the house, where his wife Kresley stood with Frankie, cooing over Frankie’s month-old daughter. He slid an arm around Kresley’s waist, and she didn’t miss a beat as she laid a hand over his, lacing their fingers together.

      Nicky was—well, someone I’d always looked up to. Always had been, and his good opinion of me meant a lot. But he had never been shy about giving someone his heart, even if it was a bad gamble. I was quick to connect with people, but committing to someone—I still didn’t know if it was in my repertoire, even if Nicky thought differently.

      But I did know that I saw something—felt something—during that brief interaction with Annie. And I knew that I didn’t want to let the opportunity pass if she felt something, too.
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