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  To everyone starting something new. Trust the magic of the beginning. 






  
  Chapter 1

Alice


“Ready to pretend you’re a millionaire?” Blake says as we exit the Uber. 
My heels click on the concrete pavement as we take a few steps toward the entry for Luxe, the hottest new club in the city. Blake, from my course at college, has been begging me to join him for weeks, and I finally caved. It’s been a really long week of finishing my final exams, and though my eyes feel heavy, and I have a constant throbbing pain in my temples from the constant late nights, nothing will stop me from celebrating the completion of my nursing degree with my three best friends.
I’m so excited I’m bouncing on my toes while waiting to get inside. I love the light-hearted pleasure of a club. The mix of dancing and drinking gets me feeling more relaxed and self-confident. Tonight’s club is even better; it’s a club I haven’t been to before, but I’m now a member of.
Luxe is a club for the elite. Only the most successful and disgustingly rich men and women secure a membership to Luxe. It’s a secret club where you must earn a minimum of a million dollars a year—with proof—in order to get a membership. But Blake scored us all one from his dad’s work connections. His dad worked on the construction of this club, which has allowed us to take advantage of the perks of a lifetime membership. 
They hid the club off the main road, and you wouldn’t know it’s here unless you’re a member, as only members get the address. Shuffling up to the front of the line, I rub my hands together, trying to warm myself up, but it’s not working. The fresh air on my skin raises goosebumps all over my body. I stopped by the local department store to pick up a new dress on my way home from work today. It’s different from my usual style of jeans and a top. My wardrobe is usually a mixture of sweats or jeans, along with the occasional dress. I have my regular clubbing dresses, but I needed a statement dress for Luxe.
I feel super sexy for a change, and I love the way I am feeling tonight. I have been getting a few eyes raking over my body, just while standing in the line, so I know it was the right choice of outfit—the little black dress, paired with black strappy heels that wrap delicately around my calf, adding height to my small frame. Smoky gray eye shadow makes my blue eyes pop, and pinning all my hair back in a sleek high pony completes the outfit. 
I never wear this much makeup; I’m usually a mascara-only girl. But thanks to YouTube, I have slain my makeup game tonight and look older than my twenty-three years. We strut past the two suited bouncers and step through the doors into the moodiest club I have ever been to. I take in the packed crowd. There are men in three-piece suits and a woman for every man, who are all dressed in designer gowns. I tug nervously at my dress, wishing it was an inch longer after seeing all the elegantly dressed women in the room.
Blake grabs my upper arm with his soft fingers. “Leave it, Alice. You look hot as fuck. If you had a dick, I’d totally fuck you.” 
I bring my hand up to stifle my giggles.
I had a few vodka, lemon, and lime drinks with Blake back at my house, so we already have a warm buzz coursing through our veins. The alcoholic drinks at clubs are too pricey for us students, and I barely make enough money at the coffee shop to pay my share of the rent. 
Blake’s hand drops from my arm. “My treat. Let’s find the bar!” he shouts above the loud music blaring all around us. 
On the right, just behind the crowd, the abstract gunmetal bar with servers in suits comes into clear view. We amble over the white stone floor to the front of the bar to order.
“This is incredible, Blake. I have never seen a club like this. Check out this bar. It’s so luxurious.” I skim my hands along the smooth surface. It’s cool to the touch and completely opposite to how the alcohol is warming me. 
Blake orders our drinks while I finally take in the whole club. It’s a lot bigger than I had imagined. The dark-gray walls are softly lit by down lights; 3D sculptures are popping from the ceiling, and there are white couches lining the walls, leaving a large dance floor in the middle. Men and women already occupy every seat, so we have no choice but to stand. There are no fluorescent lights or nasty sticky floors in sight. Everything here is in immaculate condition.
When I turn back to the bar, the server is putting a peach-colored shot in front of each of us. I frown, touching the glass between my fingers, and shout, “Blake, what is this shot?”
“Just shoot it.” And with that, he taps the shot on the bar and downs it. 
Without giving it a second thought, I lift the cold shot glass to my bottom lip, and closing my eyes, I chase mine back. The shot burns my throat, making my eyes pop open, reminding me why I detest shots, but the aftertaste from this one is scrumptious. I lick my lips to pick up any remaining residue.
“Oh, peach. Yummy. What are these, Blake?” I question. 
Before Blake can answer, the bartender speaks up. “Wet pussies.” He winks and I flush, but he collects our empty glasses from the bar and takes them away before I can respond.
I turn to Blake. “Let’s wait until the girls get here to order more drinks. I’ve got a good buzz going already, and I don’t want to be drunk too early, especially since we had a few at home.” I hiccup. We’re waiting on my two roommates, Maddison and Tahlia, to get here. Tahlia had to work later than usual today, so they should join us soon.
He shakes his head. “No chance. They take forever getting ready. We are ordering now.”
I giggle at his impatience. He swivels slowly on his heel and orders another round of our favorite—vodka, lemon, and lime. Blake hands his credit card across the bar to the flirty bartender to pay for our drinks.
The bartender shakes his head. “A fellow patron has already paid for these. Enjoy.”
My lips shut into a flat, thin line. What? “By whom?” I ask. 
Blake and I stand frozen before spinning around, trying to find the person responsible for paying for our drinks and, more importantly, why? The bar is full, and everyone is either in groups chatting among themselves, dancing on the crowded dance floor, or waiting in lines at the bar to be served. None of them are by themselves or seem to be paying attention to Blake and me. Weird.
“Who the fuck cares? Thank you to whoever paid for these.” He picks up his drink and toasts the air.
I shake my head, reaching for the glass. Clutching it in one hand, I stir the alcohol with the black straw in the other. Wild doesn’t begin to describe Blake. Meeting Blake three years ago was like finding another sibling. He sat down in the empty chair next to me in our first biology class for our nursing degree, and he kept distracting me with his constant outbursts. We both got warnings that very first day for disrupting the class, but we still achieved the top marks out of the entire class by the end of the three years. He always keeps the girls and me laughing at his weekend antics. It’s like living in a real-life episode of The Bold and the Beautiful. 
“You’re crazy. We can’t accept them. The person could be a weirdo.”
“Honey, have you looked around the club? He would be a rich, successful weirdo. Drink his money. I’m sure he’s swimming in it.” He drinks it without a care and pushes off the bar, nodding to the dance floor. “Come on.”
I peer down at the drink, thinking and watching the lemon bob around on the surface. No one has ever bought me a drink before. It sends a slight chill through me, but I shake off the feeling and walk over to stand beside Blake, taking a swig of my drink. No words leave either of our mouths, both of us happy just to peer at the patrons dancing on the floor in front of us. We have a good view of the entire dance floor from where we are standing. The music blaring from the speakers is R&B and the latest pop.
I take my last sip and drain the glass. My stare lands on a man standing across the dance floor directly opposite us, leaning his large frame against the arm of a white couch full of men. My gaze meets his and I let out a shocked gasp. My grip on the glass loosens and the smooth surface slides straight through my fingers to land on the stone floor, where it smashes into tiny fragments with a popping sound. 
“Shit.” I crouch down, but Blake pulls my arm, preventing me from picking up the glass.
“Alice, don’t. You will cut yourself. The cleaners are heading over now.”
Allowing Blake to help me up, I push up on my heels to straighten myself out. I spot a cleaner in a suit holding a dustpan and brush strolling over in our direction. I swallow and glance down at my twisted hands. 
Remembering why I dropped the glass, I raise my head and look around for the handsome man with scorching blue eyes, but he’s no longer standing there. I close my eyes, squeezing them shut for a moment, wishing I hadn’t been so clumsy in front of him. He is probably used to elegant women, not a clumsy mess like me. 
I have never had a reaction like that to a man. His eyes and the way he stared at me set my whole body on fire. Then the sexy smirk at the corner of his lip that rose when I dropped my glass sent chills down my spine. He must have seen what effect he had on me. I open my eyes, grimace, and hurry to the bathroom to clear my head. I need to forget about that man and focus on having a good night.
I hurry through the crowd of people, weaving in and out as I make my way toward the ladies’ room. Not paying attention and keeping my gaze on the sign above the door with the word ‘bathroom,’ I collide with a hard chest. I bounce backward, stumbling on my heels. The stranger reaches out, grabbing on to the back of my arms to steady me, saving me from falling flat on my ass.
“Shit, I’m so sorry.” The voice is smooth and rich, making me take a step back.
My eyes flick up and I meet the same magnificent blue eyes from before. I smile to myself as he stares, feeling heat spread across my cheeks. He stands there, devilishly handsome, his brown hair gleaming in the club lights. His lips part in a dazzling display of straight white teeth. He holds an air of authority and has the appearance of one who demands instant obedience.
I nod, fighting the overwhelming need to be close to him, to feel his tongue tangled with mine. 
My tongue slides out between my lips, and I skim it across the lower one, moistening it. He makes no attempt to hide the fact that he’s watching me with a heated stare. The air around us crackles with electricity. 
“Can I buy you a drink?” The double meaning in his gaze is obvious.
I stand frozen, and my heart jolts inside my chest. 
But as I stand there staring into his glowing eyes, I give in, and I lean forward and kiss him. He kisses me back, and it’s a slow, all-consuming kiss. Not the hungry kiss I expected. I can taste the liquor on his tongue and the delicious sensation of the touch of his lips. When we pull away, I’m panting, staring up at him under heavy, hooded eyes. 
The air becomes thick, overwhelming me. Clearing my constricting throat, I try to suck some much-needed air into my lungs. “I have to go to the bathroom. I’ll catch up with you later,” I whisper before I rush off to the ladies’ room.
After using the bathroom, I collect myself. My breathing is now regulated, and my body temperature seems to be returning to normal. I wander back out and stand by the entrance to the bathroom. Scanning the club, I can’t see him in the sea of faces. My heart constricts as I look around a few minutes more before giving up and walking to meet Blake. I spot him, so I quicken my pace. I notice my roommates, Tahlia and Maddison, have arrived, and they are standing around talking. 
“Hey, girls,” I yell, moving between them. Draping one arm around each of their shoulders, I squeeze them closer in a hug.
Chuckling at my affection, Maddison asks, “Where did you go? You sound happy.”
“That’s because you girls are finally here, so we can dance now.” Just as I finish the sentence, my skin prickles. I glance toward the spot the man had been standing in before, and he is back in the exact same position. He’s staring at me, but this time he is clutching a glass of amber liquid that he brings to his lips. I watch his Adam’s apple bob when he takes a sip. His eyes don’t falter; they drink me down with it. A delicious shudder heats my body, and before I can register what’s happening, Maddison squeals. 
“O.M.G. Yes! I love this song! Come on, let’s go dance!” 
“This Is How We Do It” by Montell Jordan plays, and I lose eye contact with him when Maddison drags me by the hand to the dance floor, pushing through the crowd of people to get to the middle. I’m almost tripping over my feet, trying to keep up with her. My tight dress only allows me to take short, quick steps.
Maddison, Tahlia, and I met during high school. Tahlia and I were working in a local coffee shop as waitresses after school. Maddison would come every day after lessons to have coffee and study. After a few months, I began talking to Maddison about college applications and she offered to assist me in the research and also with applying to my top three preferences—which I accepted. We hung out every weekend, all becoming fast friends before moving to the city and renting a house together. Blake was the final piece that completed our friendship group.
“Maddy, slow down. I’m going to break my neck in these stupid heels!” I shout. 
She stops suddenly in the center of the dance floor, and, spinning my body to face her, she dances. The entire floor is packed with sweaty bodies touching and grinding against each other. I can’t see past the people dancing to see if the man has moved or if he is still standing there. I’m strangely flattered and intrigued by his interest. 
A few songs later, the crowd surrounding us has thinned. I’m having a blast. My knees ache and the balls of my feet are burning with pain from all our dancing, but I’m too buzzed to care. Tahlia and Blake join us, and we all dance together. I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun. Recently, my life has consisted only of work or study. To be so carefree in this moment makes my heart sing. I sway my hips from side to side to the beat. I look around again for the sexy stranger and I note he is standing near the bar. A woman with rich, long brown hair, and wearing a black sequined dress, is engaged in conversation with him, her fingers wrapped around his bicep. They are standing relatively close to each other, and she is whispering in his ear.
My heart sinks at the sight of them, so I tear my gaze away. I’m about to ask if the others want to call an Uber soon, when I feel a body slide up behind me. A masculine arm snakes around my waist to pull me back flush against his hard torso, and he rocks our hips slowly to the beat.
The body hugging mine is tall and seems to be built of solid muscle. I can smell his deep sandalwood and caramel scent, which is intoxicating. I sigh audibly at the memory of when I was last being held in a man’s embrace. I feel his breath tickle the tip of my ear, pulling me from the memory as we continue to sway into the next song. I close my eyes and get lost in this moment, forgetting everything and just enjoying his warmth.
He whispers, “You’re incredible. I couldn’t resist.” His tone is soft and sensual, totally different from the smooth, rich voice of the man I kissed earlier in the night. I grin from ear to ear at the memory. The warm embrace is pulling a deep longing from me that I don’t want to lose. I don’t reply, but I continue to dance with him.
“Turn around, beautiful.” I stop and turn in a circle, curious to see what this man looks like. Raising my arms, I lay them on his shoulders and step back, leaving a decent gap. 
His eyes close and his hands are on my hips, moving them to the sound of the beat. I seize the opportunity to take him in—he has short brown hair, tanned skin, and his jeans, t-shirt, and blazer are all black. My lips lift at his classically handsome features. As I finish scanning him from head to toe, his eyes suddenly pop open and his blue eyes meet mine.
He is beaming, which makes me grin back. However, his beauty and presence don’t hold the same power and control over me as the other man’s did. It doesn’t stroke the deep desires and feelings that have awoken in me. My gaze drops to his solid chest. And I sigh. I’m not feeling it.
Before I have the chance to speak, he leans forward, closing the gap until his lips meet mine. I gently push on his chest and take a step back, which breaks the seal of our lips. 
I swallow hard, with a soft shake of my head. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.
Then, in the corner of my eye, I see him. His fine tailored suit and crisp white shirt with no tie stand out in the crowd of dark clothes. He stands motionless, a dark, angry expression on his face, his hands deep in his pockets. The brunette is still talking to him, but his icy gaze is focused entirely on me. My eyes widen and I turn away to gaze back at the man in front of me. An easy smile plays at the corners of his mouth. He hasn’t noticed the other man or my sudden loss of focus.
“I didn’t intro—” he begins. 
Tahlia comes over, her presence cutting into his speech. “Hey, Alice, can we head home soon? I’m pretty tanked and I have work in the morning.” Her smile widens in approval as she glances between me and the man I had just been dancing with. A lump forms in my throat because my mind was elsewhere, and I couldn’t get into him. 
I twist to face her. “Sure, T.” I swing back to face the man in front of me. “We have to go. Thanks, err, nice to meet you, I guess.”
His posture is relaxed as he stands there, chuckling. “Yes, and I’m Alex, by the way. It was my pleasure. Are you going to be okay getting home, or do you need me to call you girls a cab or an Uber?” He is being so nice, making me feel a twinge of guilt in the pit of my stomach. I almost wish I had felt a small connection to Alex, but I shouldn’t be surprised at my lack of interest. After all, I was with my ex for two years without feeling real love for him.
“No, thank you. I already called an Uber, and there are another two people coming with us. Thanks anyway.” 
“Okay. Well, if you’re sure. It was lovely to meet you both. I’d better head off now to find my group of friends before I’m left here. Hope to see you here again sometime. Bye.” He nods at Tahlia, and the beginning of a smile tips the corners of his mouth before he moves away. 
I let out a shaky breath. I was petrified he was going to ask for my number, and I would have had to turn him down in front of Tahlia, but he didn’t, so maybe he read the same signals I did. Even though he was nice, there was no spark. 
Oh well. I won’t have to see him ever again, except maybe when I come back here, so I don’t have anything to worry about. 
Linking my arm through Tahlia’s, we slowly wander off the dance floor. “Let’s find the other two and get out of here. My feet are killing me,” I moan.
“Me too. What a great night, though, celebrating the end of your studies.”
My smile widens. “The best night. Thank you.”






  
  Chapter 2

Alice


Six Months Later 
It’s midmorning and Blake is driving me into the city. Both of us need to pick up our parking passes for our graduate year. We decided to do it together and make a day of it. Neither of us has work today and we want to do a test run of driving into work to see how long it will take. Blake didn’t get placed at the same hospital, but he is around the corner, within walking distance. 
I gaze down at my Google Maps, noticing the hospitals are close by. “Let’s park here,” I say and point to the parking spots along the curb. 
“Good idea,” he mutters as he pulls in and parks.
I dressed in my comfortable clothes—jeans, a cream crewneck, and sneakers. My hair is thrown up in a sleek pony, opting to pin all my fringe back. We exit the car and peer around before I throw my phone inside my bag, then walk up to read the sign. “It’s free all-day parking and we can walk up. Your building is farther away, so let’s do yours first and then mine.”
“Sweet. Let’s get to it. I just need to find the information desk. They should have the pass ready.”
I nod and we walk along the sidewalk. I link my arm through his, and we walk in sync as I peer around, admiring the trees and tall city buildings. The buzz of the people and cars surrounding us has me grinning wide. 
“I still can’t get over the fact we have finished our studies. All that hard work is finally paying off,” I exclaim.
“I know, right? No more exams or studying, thank fuck. Here we are.” He motions to the entry to his glass building. 
I scale my eyes up and down the tall building, noting people standing outside smoking and others talking on their phones. 
“You go inside. I will wait here.” I point over to a spare bench outside the building.
“I’ll just be a minute.” 
I watch him enter the doors before I walk over and take a seat, then I take out my phone to send a picture to Mom. 
My phone vibrates after I hit send. 
I smile and answer. “Mom.”
“Hi, love. Are you at work today?”
“No. Blake and I are picking up our parking passes.”
“Oh, how nice. Say hi to Blake for me.” 
I watch as Blake comes out, waving his pass in victory. I laugh loudly.
“Mom, I gotta run. I will call you tonight. Love you.”
“Okay, have fun. I love you too.”
I end the call and stand up. 
“Ready?” Blake asks, nudging his head in the direction of my building.
“Yeah, let’s go.” We link arms and wander slowly down the path. “Mom called to see what I was doing. I sent her a picture. She said hi.”
He throws his spare hand on his heart. “Aw, I love her. Let’s go get your pass now before we find somewhere for a drink—I’m parched.”
I giggle. “Okay.”
Blake waits outside on the sidewalk while I enter the building, locating the information desk on my phone. 
It takes me a minute to get mine, and when I exit the building, Blake jumps up. 
“Drink time?” I ask.
“Are you talking alcohol?” He winks.
“No chance.” I look around us and locate a shop across the road. “Hey, there is a smoothie bar across the road. Let’s go there.” 
“This could be dangerous. I could waste all my money here when I’m working so close.”
I nod in agreement and loop my arm through his. We cross at the lights and enter the smoothie shop. It is surprisingly quiet, with only a few patrons inside. 
“Let’s sit there in the booth,” Blake says, motioning toward the brown leather booth in the corner. We walk over and slide into the seats, across from each other. I shiver from the cold leather before I pick up the menu and scan it. 
“What are you thinking?” I ask Blake.
“Mango dream.”
“Oh, that sounds good. I’ll order them. Stay here. I will only be a minute.” 
Blake smiles and pulls out his phone. I round the booth and walk to the counter, then order two mango dreams. 
I stand to the side and wait for them to be ready. 
The door chimes, signaling people entering. I peer up and watch as a group of four men in tailored suits walk through.
But it’s the last one that walks through the door that catches my eye. Fuck. He is taller and broader than the others, but that’s not what captures my breath. It’s the eyes I haven’t been able to forget and the lips. His gaze holds mine and his jaw is tight from him clenching. 
The black suit, fit to perfection, shows off his large shoulders and lean body.  I shudder at the memory of his soft, controlled lips on mine and the taste. How I would love a taste again. My mouth dries. Where the hell is my order? Did they pick the mangos off a tree themselves?
He owns the room and I stare after him as he takes a seat opposite me. The guys around him are talking, clearly oblivious to his distraction.
He leans on the table, brows furrowed, rubbing his jaw—staring at me. The electricity in the room crackles, and the heat level makes my crewneck sweater feel restrictive. I bring my finger up and pull on the neck of it, trying to get more air.
“Two mango dreams.”
I jump with a squeak. I spin around, breaking my intense eye contact with the sexy suit guy, and scoop up the drinks. I turn to see him still watching me. I dip my head with a flush and suck the drink up through the straw immediately, and his eyes darken. The cold sweet drink hitting my tongue helps to cool me down.
I reach our table and peer at Blake as I slide his drink to him.
“Thanks, hon.”
I nod, just sucking the drink as I squeeze back in the booth. I peek over. He is still staring. I tear my gaze away again, overwhelmed by his presence. 
“What’s the plan tonight?” Blake asks.
“Let’s grab something for—” I lose my train of thought as I hear the screech of a chair dragging on the floor. I look over and watch him on the phone, practically running out of the shop. Once he is out of my sight, I drop my head, sadness washing over me. 
Twice I have missed out on finding out his name.






  
  Chapter 3

Alice


One Month Later 
I come to an abrupt stop, my heart jumping inside my chest as I arrive at the hospital for the first day of my new career in nursing. It’s impossible to steady my erratic pulse as I walk through the doors on shaky feet.
The advisor was the one to find the rotation and thought I should apply. I didn’t think I had a hope being young and fresh out of college, but the advisor said that is exactly what they wanted.
I managed to not give up on mine or Dad’s dream. He would have been so proud to hear about this. My stomach knots at the memory. I’ve worked hard these last few years, sacrificing nights out, having fun, or traveling the world, like most women my age. Instead of doing any of those things, I kept my head stuck in my books. The sacrifices were worth it because I got the top grades out of the entire class and then was accepted for this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. 
I remember playing “doctors and nurses” with my family all the time when I was growing up. My mom constantly reminds me how I used to bandage my sister up and tend to her care. Claire, my younger sister by eighteen months, let me do whatever I wanted. I used to be the nurse and make her play the patient. I would bandage her arm or leg, and she would happily let me, often lying like that for over an hour. I’m so lucky to have always had the most supportive and loving family.
Just thinking of them makes me feel lighter, so I inhale deeply and step through the doors of the hospital. My jaw drops and my heart quickens inside my chest as I look around. The size of the hospital is bigger than I remember, making me feel bewildered at the sheer size. I dressed with a confidence I don’t feel, but at least I can look it. I smooth down the scratchy fabric of my black-and-white-checked skirt with my hands, straighten my spine, and pop out my chest before taking off down the hall.
I open my handbag to grab the directions and the name of the person I need to meet today. As I pull the papers out, a few other pages fall to the floor. When I crouch down to pick them up, a pair of large masculine hands reach in to help me. I lift my head too quickly, and my head hits the chin of the helper. Ouch. I reach for my head to rub the painful area.
“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry,” I say.
My eyes meet with a familiar pair of soft blues—Alex, the guy I danced with at the club. Recognizing him immediately, I drop my gaze to the papers on the floor and begin fixing the ones in front of me. Shit, shit, shit. Hopefully, he doesn’t recognize me. I know I look different, so if I can make this conversation short, I’ll be fine. 
I quickly notice an overdue phone bill lying on the floor that I don’t want him to see, and I panic. Quickly grabbing it, I stuff it in my handbag and stand back up. He follows. 
“It’s okay,” he says. “I noticed the papers falling and wanted to help, but maybe next time I should talk to give you warning.” His cheeky smile and words make my lips turn up.
“Thank you. You really didn’t have to. I’m sorry I hurt you. It was unintentional.” I watch him rub his chin with his hand.
“I know,” he replies.
Standing here gazing properly at him, I take my time, noticing how different he looks compared to when we met at the club. Today he is dressed in a tailored, pin-striped suit with no tie, and he has a slight five-o’clock shadow across his jaw. He is still handsome and charming, looking more like he belongs in a catalog of a magazine than at a hospital, but slightly rougher. I can’t see any recognition in his face, so I need to leave right now before he works out who I am.
“I must be going. I am so sorry about your chin,” I apologize. 
Alex’s lips turn up. “Don’t worry about it. I hope you have a good day.” 
He is still staring at me, but before he can put two and two together, I spin and take off down the hall, quickly waving at him as I call out, “Bye.”
I quicken my pace to put some much-needed distance between us. My breathing has increased in pace, and I feel tightening in my chest. I ride the elevator up and pull the paper with directions out and concentrate on where I need to go, counting to ten to calm my heart rate down.
I exit the elevator and arrive at a set of doors marked Fracture and Emergency. They are ID swipe access only, so I stand and wait to grab a passerby, because I don’t have any ID yet. I will need to ask about that today. 
The doors open, and I turn when a nurse pops out. She doesn’t stop me when I walk straight in through the same doors. Down the corridor, I find the row of offices I’m looking for, just before I reach the nurses’ desk. I focus on finding the door with the name “Kate Irwin.” After I locate her door, I stand directly in front of it and take a few deep breaths. My hand trembles, and my throat gets dry before I raise my fist and knock..
Waiting for an answer to my knock feels like years when it’s only been a few minutes. 
The door flies open, and a middle-aged woman, wearing a bright-red shade of lipstick and the warmest of smiles, greets me. “Hi there. You must be Alice Winters.”
“Hi.” My voice cracks so I clear my throat and start again. “Sorry about that, and yes. Hello, Kate. I am Alice Winters. It’s very nice to meet you.” I hold out my hand for her to shake. She looks at my hand and smiles, clearly impressed with my manners. 
She shakes my hand, and it’s a nice, soft shake. She lets go and opens the door wider, waving her arm in the direction of her office. “Come in.”
I step into the office, which is light and airy, with neat bookshelves lining both sides of the room. Kate treads over to a white desk, which sits in front of a large window. Following close behind, I wander directly over to the leather chair in front of the desk and take a seat. Kate then sits down directly opposite me.
“So, Alice, first, I would like to formally welcome you to The Chicago Hospital. I hope you will enjoy your graduate year here in the fracture and emergency department. I can tell you that I, for one, am excited for the year ahead. This is an exciting opportunity we have never offered before.”
My mouth hangs open, and I shift my body forward in my seat with delight. I feel so honored to have been chosen for this role. I don’t know if it was my application letter or my test scores that made her choose me, but I am forever grateful for the opportunity. 
“The role will involve you working part time on the ward, and part time with our top orthopedic surgeon. You will have the opportunity to watch him perform surgeries, assist him with notes, attend interstate conferences, and do a little bit of PA work. He was awarded the Best Surgeon in the Country award this month. This year will have lots of new opportunities for both you and him. But pick his brain, because he is one intelligent man. Please don’t tell him that. I am sure he has a big enough head as it is with that award.” We both laugh. Kate is so kind; she gives me the feeling of being wrapped in a warm blanket. I am so glad she is the manager. I will work hard to impress Kate and the surgeon to show them my gratitude.
Wow. I rub my hands together. He sounds impressive with all his high credentials, and I start feeling as though the walls are closing in on me again. Her eyebrows rise a fraction, waiting for my answer. 
“I’m still shocked, to be honest, Kate, but I’m so grateful for the opportunity. I won’t let you down.”
“I have no doubt, Alice. I’ll organize your roster and ID today. Now, just to let you know, the contract is fixed for the three-month rotation, so neither you nor he can change it. After three months, I will decide if we should continue or change your rotation. Does that make sense?”
I nod. “Yes, it does, thank you.” Three months is a short amount of time, so I’m sure there will be no issues. Working with the middle-aged doctor won’t be difficult. At least, I hope it won’t.
“Dr. Taylor is running late, so I’ll show you around the ward and let you grab a tea or coffee. I’ll come find you when he arrives.”
I nod, and she stands, then walks around her desk toward her door. I get up and follow her out of the office. On the way to the break room, she gives me a tour of the ward. I take in all my surroundings, trying to memorize the layout. She passes the nurses’ desk and ushers me into the empty break room. I see a coffee station, which I instantly gravitate to. 
“Have a tea or coffee and relax for a bit. I will be back as soon as he arrives. Do you have any questions for now?”
“Umm, not right now. Thank you, Kate. But I will let you know if I do. I will make a coffee and sit here,” I say as I move toward an empty table near the window.
“Okay, I’ll come grab you soon. You know where my office is if you need me.”
Kate exits the break room. After five minutes, I finally figure out how to use the fancy coffee machine to make my drink and sit down at the table to enjoy it. I’m savoring the peace and quiet of the room while hugging the warm cup between my palms, when two nurses come barging in, talking loudly as if I don’t exist. 
“Did you see Mike arrive? He was rushing to his office in his gym gear.”
“Oh, no, I didn’t. No way. What a sight that would have been. He is so hot. Did you hear he kissed Monica in the elevator the other day?”
“What? No, no way. You have to be kidding.”
“Yes, way. I overheard the mechanic telling Kate there was nothing wrong with the elevator, so he must have stopped it midway to make out with her in the elevator or fuck her.” Whoa!
The girl gasps. “How lucky is she? Maybe I should head into his office now and see if he is keen for a quickie. Do I look okay?”
My eyes nearly pop out of their sockets, and my jaw hits the floor as I watch her flick her long, blond hair over her shoulder and straight her uniform with the palms of her hands. 
“You’re a bombshell, Rachel. As if he could say no.” 
I watch the exchange out of the corner of my eye. One is a brunette whose back is to me, so I cannot get a good view of her, but I can see Rachel clearly, and I’m speechless. I have to agree that Rachel is a bombshell—tall, probably about my age, slim but with killer curves, and green eyes.
Keeping my head down, I busy myself with drinking my coffee. I cradle the mug tighter in my hands and stare down at the milky brown liquid. After a few minutes, the girls exit, leaving me to melt back into the chair in the room by myself again. My brain is ticking over and absorbing what I just heard, and I make a mental note to stay clear of that doctor.
After a while, Kate comes hurrying back through the doors, out of breath. “Hi, I’m so sorry, Alice. I had an emergency conference call that overran. Let’s go to my office and we can call Dr. Taylor in.”
I rise from my chair, put my paper cup in the trash and follow her out. My pulse has picked up and my palms sweat.
When we arrive at her office, I expect to find him sitting in one of the chairs, but the room is empty. I sigh and take a deep breath, waiting for direction from her.
“Please take a seat.” She points to the same chair as before. I nod and sink back into the cold leather seat. It feels good against my back and thighs that are now burning hot. She picks up her desk phone and dials a number. “We are ready,” she says into the phone before carefully hanging up.
A knock on the timber door sounds behind me less than a minute later, and then it creaks open. I turn in my seat, twisting my body to see the doctor as he enters. When he comes into view, the air is knocked out of my lungs, and I’m grateful that I am sitting. I grip the arms of the chair tightly and mentally count to ten to calm my breathing down. 
Staring back at me are a startlingly familiar pair of piercing blue eyes that send chills down my spine.






  
  Chapter 4

Mike


My heart stops in my chest, and I turn to stone when I see the same set of blue eyes peeking up at me behind her thick black lashes. I inhale the rich vanilla scent that is wafting toward me and my lips purse into a thin line. 
I’m taken aback by her. She looks so youthful today. My eyes roam up and down her body, taking in all her natural beauty and stamping it in my brain for later when I’m alone. She has minimal makeup on, her hair is down, fanning over her shoulders, and she now has a cute fringe covering her forehead. 
She’s sitting there peeking up at me so innocently, which I know is far from the truth. Her eyes still have the power to destroy me, to bring me to my knees, and I can clearly see the recognition written across her face, answering the question that’s circling in my head. She kissed my brother Alex at Luxe seven months ago.
“Dr. Mike Taylor, please meet the graduate nurse, Miss Alice Winters.” Kate’s voice cuts through my thoughts, and I shake my head to clear it. 
“Hi.” I nod at Alice and take the seat beside her, clenching my jaw. Alice.
Her jaw drops at my name, and her mouth hangs wide open.
“You’re drooling,” I mumble so only she can hear. I wink at her, and her eyes pop further out of her head, making me chuckle out loud. 
“Now that you’re both here, let’s get started,” Kate begins.
I lean back in the chair and keep my eyes firmly on Kate. I’m trying not to make any glances in Alice’s direction, but her sweet scent is so strong now that I’m this close. So, I breathe through my mouth and just listen to Kate.
“First, I’d like to congratulate you, Alice, on your placement here. As you both are aware, this is a new role that we have only introduced this year. You’ve both signed your contracts, so here is your ID and your uniform that we had ordered prior to today.” Kate leans forward, holding out a bag for Alice to take. 
“Thank you,” Alice replies and reaches forward to collect the bag before settling back into the chair.
Her voice is angelic, sending goosebumps rising all over my body. I have had dreams about her and how she sounds, and upon hearing her voice again, it is even better now than in my memory. It makes all the hair on my body stand up.
I’m regretting signing that contract right now. It’s going to be a really long three months.
“Your time will be split, so half the week is spent with Mike, and then the other half will be on the ward. And your pay will be double the standard rate.” I notice she sits up in her seat and I stare at her, noting her eyes have lightened up at the mention of pay. She nods at Kate but doesn’t say a word. Kate continues. “There is ample opportunity for overtime, as I’m sure you know emergency surgeries happen at all hours, and once Mike starts an operation, he can’t leave until it’s finished. And Mike, I expect you to call Alice with any exciting surgeries. She is here to learn and observe everything.” 
“Understood,” I grunt.
“There will be opportunities for you to attend interstate conferences, but I don’t plan to send you on too many, as one or two would be enough. Now, I must get to my next meeting, so I will have to cut this off here.”
“Thank you,” Alice responds.
“Okay, well, you two go and get started now. Tomorrow will be another day with Mike, but then the rest of the week you will be on the ward. And, Alice, I’m here anytime you need me. I will catch up with you soon to see how you’re settling in.”
My body has tensed up. I now have to go into my office and work with her, like right fucking now. I stand. “Thanks, Kate.” 
I round the chair, passing Alice and not bothering to glance her way. I walk out and march straight to my office, closing my door behind me. I just need a second to collect myself. Fuck! I rake my hands through my hair and drop myself into my office chair and thump my arms on the desk with my head in my arms. I’m royally fucked. To work this close to her is going to test me. 
A tap on the door has my head whipping back up. “What?” I bark loudly. It comes out a little more harshly than I meant.
I sit up and the door slowly opens. Alice is standing there, her chest rising and falling quickly, and I take my time to take another good look at her. She hasn’t moved an inch. She is still standing in my office doorway, nervously grasping the handle. She looks like every man’s wet dream…and my fucking nightmare.






  
  Chapter 5

Alice


The icy look in Dr. Taylor’s eyes stops me in my tracks. I stand still, unable to move. 
My breathing is becoming more rapid, and I count down in my head to calm myself. Ten, nine, eight, seven… I do not want to pass out in front of him. His elbows are on his desk, his hands clasped together, and his eyes haven’t moved. Neither of us speaks. 
I clear my throat. “Hi, Dr. Taylor. I’m sorry to interrupt, but Kate said I’m with you for the rest of today.” He doesn’t reply; he just continues to stare. I wish he would just speak because the anger rolling off him is confusing me. I decide to try again. “What would you like me to do?” 
Letting go of the door handle, I step inside and shut the door. I shake my hand to get the blood flowing properly again and then clasp them in front of me. I stand close to the door and wait for his instructions.
“Just… get me a coffee and it will give me some time to think of a task for you.” He stands abruptly, reminding me how tall he is. His hand dives into his pocket and I watch as he grabs his wallet, opens it to pull out a bill, and thrusts it in my direction. “Get me a long black and buy whatever you want,” he snaps.
He shakes it at me again, his eyebrows raised, so I quickly move forward and grab the bill, nodding my understanding as I can’t seem to speak. My words are stuck in my throat. He drops back down in his chair and carries on shuffling the papers in front of him, silently dismissing me. My mind races, searching for an explanation for his cold demeanor, but coming up empty, I shrug and spin around to leave. I exit his office, giving him the time that he requested. However, he didn’t give a specific time to return by, so I roam my way through the corridors, taking in the old building and all the areas I haven’t yet had the chance to explore. 
I notice up ahead the elevator doors have opened, and as people begin to enter, I rush forward and just make it before the doors close. I arrive on the ground floor and follow everyone out. Spotting a few shops, I mosey around until I arrive at the important one—the coffee shop.
I had a coffee back in the break room earlier, so I don’t order anything for myself. I just order the long black for Dr. Taylor. It only takes them a few minutes to make his scorching hot coffee, so I trek back upstairs carrying his takeaway cup. On the ride back up, I think about how he was acting. He has had a giant stick up his ass since he met me in Kate’s office and has been nothing but a cold prick to me. He barely knows me. I have been through worse than this at other jobs, and I didn’t come this far to let him scare me off. I reach his closed door, and after a moment of staring at the timber barrier, I inhale a large breath and knock with my free hand before pushing the door open.
I let out a shaky breath, and my shoulders relax because he isn’t here. I walk over to his desk, inspecting the room. Dr. Taylor’s office is laid out in the same way as Kate’s, except with dark furnishings—dark and moody, just like him. The bookshelves on either side of the room are full of books and his dark wood desk is piled high with papers. Unlike Kate’s office, there is no window. I sniff the air, breathing in his intoxicating, musky spice scent. I smelled it briefly in Kate’s office, but in here it’s everywhere and it’s almost suffocating, reminding me of the first time I met him. I will never forget a single detail about that night. 
I wander over to the desk, moving some papers aside so I can find a coaster to place the coffee on, adding his change beside it. Wringing my hands together, I wonder what I should do next, since he’s not here. I’m unsure, so I decide to sit in the chair opposite his desk and wait. A few minutes later, I hear the door creak open. I jerk my head around to peer over my shoulder and see him entering with a file hooked under his armpit. I turn away without a word. 
He walks past the desk to sink into his black leather chair. He doesn’t acknowledge me, just picks up the coffee and sips it. “You took your sweet time. Did you get lost?” he asks in a mocking tone.
I stare at him, baffled how I’ve earned such anger from him. I bite my tongue until I taste the metallic tang of blood. He isn’t worth it. The connection I had with Mike has vanished. This man in front of me is obnoxious. 
“No, I didn’t get lost,” I reply sweetly, refusing to bite back and enable his smart mouth.
“Right, well, I need to get home. I have just come back from an interstate conference and I’m exhausted. I don’t have the energy for this shit today. You can sort out all of this until the end of your shift.” He flaps his hands over the papers covering the desk. I blink rapidly at his attitude, watching in shock as he picks up his coffee and a briefcase that was tucked underneath the desk and storms out. 
Sitting still, I try to absorb what’s just occurred in this office. He clearly doesn’t remember me, so I’ll have to act like I don’t either. On a positive note, day one is done. I hurtle back to earth as reality strikes, and pushing up out of my chair, I step around his desk, pondering.
I contemplate where these papers should belong, opening cupboards only to find them mostly bare, besides a few golf products and a family picture. The most impressive thing about his office is the book collection.
I browse along the spines of the books and notice a mix of true stories, fiction, and medical books. After a lot of snooping, I decide to see what the paperwork consists of so I can then plan a system for filing them—clearly, he needs one. I pile them up in one neat stack, then sit down in his office chair and sort them into categories. I realize there are a few different types. I also think he would benefit from a desk planner and diary. I decide to finish up for the day and head to the store to grab the supplies I need. I’ll finish the organizing tomorrow.
In the car on the way home, I dial Blake.
“Hey, love, how was your first day?” he exclaims.
“A fucking disaster.” I sigh. “Can you come over for dinner tonight, so I can fill you in?” 
“Of course, I’ll bring wine.”
I chuckle. “Okay, I’ll catch you later.” I hang up and drive to the store to buy the stationery for Mike’s office before driving home.


      [image: ]Blake, Tahlia, Maddison, and I are sitting around the dinner table enjoying pizza and wine. I haven’t said much yet. I’m still trying to process my day. Hopefully, they can shed some light on my situation. 
“Are you going to tell us what made you call me over midweek?” Blake questions.
Inspecting my half-eaten Margherita pizza, I inhale deeply and decide to speak before finishing the rest. “Where do I start? It was awful.” 
“From the beginning. It’s okay, just tell us. I’m sure it’s not that bad.” 
I laugh at Maddison’s comment. “Okay, well, you know that first night we went to Luxe?”
“Mm-hmm.” They all nod and murmur.
“Well, there was something I never told you.” I shuffle in my seat, poking my pizza around on my plate. “I dropped my glass because I was sharing this weird eye fuck with a guy across the room.”
Cutlery falls with a loud bang on a plate, making me jump, and I glance up at Tahlia.
“Sorry,” she mouths.
“Then, when I was heading to the bathroom, I bumped into him and had the hottest kiss of my life. I got flustered and ran off to the bathroom.” I swallow the lump that’s formed in my throat, as they all laugh. When they recover, I continue with the story. “Then when we were all dancing, I spotted him talking with this tall, stunning brunette. She was draped on his arm. So, when that random guy came up to me grinding, and he pecked me, I let him, but when I stopped, I saw him staring at me again. It was so weird. I have never had a connection like that before, especially not with a stranger.” I pick my pizza back up and take a large bite.
“Sounds hot,” Blake says.
“I agree.” Maddison’s fanning herself with her hand, which turns my mouth up mid-chew. 
“Well, I saw him again when we went to the smoothie bar, but he ran out on his phone.”
“Okay, but what’s that got to do with the problem you had today?” Tahlia frowns, looking at me for answers.
“Well, it started when I overheard two nurses describing a doctor called Mike, and how he had stopped the elevator to make out with another nurse.”
“No fucking way,” Blake says.
“You’re kidding, how?” Maddison asks mid-chew.
“I don’t know, but then I go into my meeting to meet the surgeon I’ll be working with and guess who the doctor is?”
“The doctor from the elevator, surely,” Maddison chirps, bouncing up and down in her chair.
I laugh at her enthusiasm. “Well, partially correct, the nightclub guy, the doctor, and now my supervisor is the exact same person.”
“You’re pulling my leg here, right?” Blake’s mouth is hanging open.
I shake my head. “I wish. It was bad. He barely acknowledged me, so I don’t think he remembers the moment we shared at the club. And then when we were alone in his office, he sent me to get him coffee so he could think. When I returned, he proceeded to leave me to clean his office while he went home for the day!” I huff.
“Oh, hopefully the hot doc pulls the stick out of his ass,” Blake states.
“I’m sorry your first day wasn’t better,” Tahlia says.
“He is a piece of shit. You’re not a damn cleaner,” Maddison spits.
“Now I’m stuck with him for a minimum of three months because of our contract. But the money is too good. I can’t say no.” I glance down at my plate, wishing I knew what to do.
“Just keep turning up and do your best. You know what doctors are like. They always think they are above you,” Blake reassures.
I sigh. “Thanks for listening to me complain. I guess I just needed to vent.”
For the rest of the evening, Blake and the girls discuss their days at work and school. I can’t concentrate on anything they are saying, because my mind is still racing with thoughts of Mike. Why do I have to be attracted to him? Why, when he is around, do I want to feel his lips on mine again? 
I yawn and rub my heavy eyes, tired from the eventful first day. Excusing myself from the table, I plod to my room and throw my body down and drift off into a state of unconsciousness.






  
  Chapter 6

Alice


The door bursts open as I hum a tune to myself. I’m sorting through the piles of paperwork in his chair. When I hear the thump of footsteps as Dr. Taylor approaches. I glance up and abruptly stand, stepping back around his desk so I am out of his way. I watch his face as he inspects his office, taking in what I have done. His eyes roam the room as he continues his walk around. His jaw is tight, but his eyes are brighter than they were yesterday. The cupboards are all open and the shelves lined with trays that I have labeled, and most of the piles of paperwork now have a home. 
“Have you had a break?” he asks gruffly, walking toward his desk. He puts his case underneath and presses the button to turn his computer on before he drops down in his office chair.
“No, I haven’t yet,” I say directly to his face, but he doesn’t bother to meet my gaze. My gaze travels over his outfit choice today, and I am unable to tear my eyes away. I notice it’s another suit, but this time without the jacket and tie, and his shirt sleeves are pushed up to his elbows, showing off his toned, tanned forearms. 
There is something about him. I can’t help it; my heart beats faster. What am I doing?
I glance away before he notices me checking him out and I get back to filing the papers into their assigned trays. The space feels like it’s ten times smaller whenever he is in the room with me. The sexual tension is evident. We work in comfortable silence, the typing of his keyboard, the clicking of his mouse, and the rustling of paper being the only sounds in the room. When I’m finished filing the last paper and softly close the cupboard, I turn around to face him. 
“I’ll have my break now. See you in half an hour.” 
He nods at me, but otherwise doesn’t respond, just continues to type away on his computer. Retrieving my handbag from the floor, I amble out the door and head toward the break room. When I enter, I halt in the doorway and stare at the back of Rachel. Great! Just who I need.
She spins with a cup handle in one hand and bobbing a tea bag in and out with the other. Even when making tea, the woman is a knockout. So unfair!
When she spots me, she offers me a dazzling smile. “Hi there. Who are you?”
“Uh, hi. I’m Alice, a new nurse graduate.” 
“Oh, nice! Well, I’m Rachel. It’s nice to meet you. I work on this ward full time.” She tilts her head in the direction of the ward.
“Oh, that’s great. I’ll be there part time.” 
“Have you met Dr. Taylor yet? Some lucky nurse is getting to work up close and personal with him. I wonder when she will start. I’ll be trying to steal her job.” She laughs, but I know she isn’t kidding. “Why did she get it anyway?” My eyes bulge and my mouth drops open at her brash comment and bitter tone.
“Yeah, no idea.” My stomach drops at the lie, but I don’t want to get into it with her when it’s only my second day. I decide to ignore her and stroll over to the fridge to retrieve my lunch, sitting down in the same chair as yesterday and focusing on eating my sandwich. When I’ve finished my half-hour break, I drag myself slowly back to Dr. Taylor’s office. As I open the door, I see him speaking on the phone in the middle of a conversation. I’ve got no idea to whom, but it sounds like he is being as abrupt to them as he’s been with me. I can’t wrap my head around his cold attitude, but what really baffles me is that for some reason Rachel wants to fight for this role. I can’t understand why she would want to. What am I missing?
“I’m not interested in hearing what you have to say. Just stop calling. I’ll see you Sunday,” he barks, slamming down the phone, and I’m sure the ears of the person on the other end will be ringing afterward. He cradles his head in his hands and stares down at his desk. My heart cracks at the sight. He clearly hasn’t noticed me come in.
I clear my throat. “Hi. I’m back.” 
He whips his head up and his gaze meets mine. The pure hatred in his expression makes me take a step back. Then the look settles a bit. When he glances back at his monitor, I realize it wasn’t being directed at me. “Okay.”
What the hell am I going to do? This is bullshit. I march over to the cupboard underneath one of the bookshelves, yanking it open. “I have organized the paperwork into categories. Each tray is labeled with what each one is… like here.” I point at one of the trays I’ve labeled. “This contains patient notes…” Then I move my finger to the tray beside it. “Correspondence…” I move my finger again to the next tray. “Bills… I’m sure you get the point.” I straighten up, wrapping my fingers around the door that’s open for something to lean on. I don’t glance in his direction, instead keeping my gaze focused on my handiwork.
I don’t know if he was even watching as I was explaining or whether he kept his gaze fixed to his monitor, but then he speaks, letting me know he was listening. “Right.”
My lips purse up into a thin line. It wouldn’t hurt him to say a simple “thanks,” but I guess I would be asking for a miracle. Asshole. 
“What’s the plan for this afternoon?” I ask through gritted teeth. Closing the door, I swivel around to face him. I’m still standing near the bookshelf, not really knowing if I should sit or stand. I cross my arms over my chest to keep from fidgeting.
He eyes me suspiciously. “I need to discuss basics with you, and I’m assuming you don’t know anything about orthopedics?” His brow raises in question.
“I have studied procedures, but no, I haven’t physically worked on this type of ward.” 
“Right, okay then,” he mumbles, scanning around for something. “Come, sit.” He demands, before returning his gaze to the computer. He gestures for me to sit down in front of him. 
I can’t be bothered arguing with him, so I walk over, pull the chair out, and sit down.
He finds a spare notepad and a pen, passing both to me, and then pushes his chair back and stands and strolls over to the bookshelf. I watch as he grabs one from the top shelf, allowing my eyes to roam over his body. His shirt is tucked into his suit pants, which I’m sure are expensive by the way they are tailored to show off his fit, muscular body. His pants are so tight around his ass, I shift in my seat to try and ease the sudden throb.
He pulls it down, and I spin around, quickly glancing away, hoping to
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