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  Chapter 1

Alex


“Come back to bed,” my one-night stand rasps out. 
My head turns, following her voice. I smile when I spot the sultry redhead leaning up on her elbow, staring sleepily up at me. Her brown eyes are trying to pull me in. When my eyes drop to the blanket that’s barely covering her breasts, I resist the temptation to lean over and pull it all the way down to expose her. Memories of the sex and fun we shared last night are enough, though.
“I gotta get to work,” I say, shaking my head.
As soon as she leaves, I’ll never call or see her again. It’s just what I do. Even at the ripe age of thirty-two, I haven’t been able to settle down. Nobody seems to hold my interest or has made me fall in love. On top of never growing attached to a woman, I’m too busy with work. Most women I meet at my age want to settle down and get married and have kids. And I’m not where I want to be in my career for that...well, not yet.
I spent so long in school to become a doctor that I’ve only been out a couple of years as a neurologist. I want to spend a couple more years developing my skills and traveling for conferences and courses. If I was married with kids, I’d feel guilty for leaving them. Being carefree and just having fun with no strings attached suits me.
“Work is so overrated,” she mumbles cutely.
I chuckle. “Looks like you haven’t found your dream job.”
“But I found my dream man,” she purrs and flutters her lashes, trying to tempt me to crawl back into bed.
I shake my head. “I’m not him, trust me.” And I don’t give her a chance to argue because it would be pointless. Instead, I walk to my bathroom to shower and get ready for work. 
Afterwards, I step back into the bedroom to find her sitting on the edge of my unmade bed, bent over and putting on her shoes. I know I should feel guilty, because I’m practically kicking her out, but I don’t…I feel numb.
“I wish I didn’t have to leave,” she whispers on my doorstep. 
I peer down, wishing my heart or body would react, but the same empty feeling stays. I don’t answer.
“Call me later,” she says, waving as she walks off.
I remain silent, knowing I won’t. I don’t want to lead her on.
As she climbs into her car, I wonder if I’m broken. Will my future only consist of unfulfilling hook-ups? I thought there was meant to be a person for everyone.
I’m thinking that's not in the cards for me.

      [image: image-placeholder]Flashing the light between the patient's eyes, I watch her pupils dilate under the brightness. I nod when I see everything’s as it should be, turning off the light and putting it away. Once I leave the bedside, I order a range of tests and write up her notes and a new treatment plan.
As I sit at the nurse's desk, my phone rings. When I see my brother Mike's name, I answer immediately, as I’ve been waiting for the call that he and his wife had their baby. “Bro.”
“Hey, Alex. Ah.” He sounds out of breath, and it causes me to frown and sit up, closing the file.
“Yeah,” I push.
“Alice and I had the baby,” he says in a monotone voice.
“Congrats!” I bellow with a grin. But why the fuck does my brother not sound excited? A wave of worry hits me. “Are you okay?” 
“I…uh…don’t know. It was hectic.”
“Is Alice, okay?” I ask.
“Yes. But me? Not so much. I’m traumatized.” 
I chuckle. My older brother has always been a drama queen. “I’m assuming birth was more intense than you thought.”
“Yeah, watching your wife in pain fucking sucks,” he chokes out.
I swallow hard, because I can’t imagine having someone you feel so strongly about that you choke on your words. Staring down at the closed file, I say, “Let me finish up here, and I’ll come right up. Did you need anything?”
He breathes heavily down the line. “Nah. I’m okay.”
Doesn’t sound like it, but I don’t say that. “All right, see you soon. And, by the way, bro, I’m pumped for you. You’re going to be an amazing dad.”
“Thanks. Catch ya soon.” 
I hang up, but my phone buzzes again. Mom’s name flashes on the screen. A small laugh escapes my lips as I answer. “Yes, Mom.”
“Your brother and—”
“I know. I know.” I chuckle, cutting her off. “I’m trying to finish work so I can head up.”
Hearing the noises in the background, I can tell she's already upstairs.
“Okay, well, don’t be too long,” she says kindly. Mom is a retired doctor, so she knows how much we work. But she has been pushing for more of a work-life balance…well, more on me, because of my lack of a committed relationship. I can only hope she’ll leave me alone now, being too busy in the new grandma role to worry about me. 
“I gotta go. I’ll finish some notes and talk to the patient, and then I’ll be up, okay?”
“Okay, love, see you soon,” she sings-songs.
I hang up and re-open the file. I scan the observations and other notes before picking up the file and heading into the patient's room to deliver the news. As I leave their room, it’s with a heavy heart, knowing the prognosis doesn’t seem bright, but being a neurologist, I barely get to deliver the good news. Maybe it’s because of this job I’ve learned to switch off my feelings. 
Yeah, that could be it. 
I’ve had to toughen up.
I’m reading emails as I enter the hospital elevator, my stomach growling, reminding me I’ve only had coffee today. As I’m heading downstairs to grab something to eat along the way, the doors open, and a friendly face is revealed. 
“Hi, Tahlia,” I say with a lopsided grin. 
Tahlia is Alice’s best friend. As I take her in. I remember the last time I saw her. She was dressed up for Mike and Alice’s wedding. Unlike today where she’s dressed for comfort. Her blonde hair is tied up in a high ponytail.  A few tendrils have fallen out. They now hang loose around the sides of her heart shaped face. She’s staring back at me, with big glossy green eyes framed by dark lashes. She has the cutest button nose and pouty lips that are currently parting. 
“Ale—” she tries to say, but the box of cupcakes she’s holding fall from her grip. 
I’m moving before I register what’s happening, dropping to my knees to help with the mess. 
“Great,” Tahlia mumbles under her breath. She squats in her dark blue skinny jeans, that I see now have pale blue icing down the side, trying to pick up the cupcakes that have dropped on the floor. From this angle, I get an up-close view of her slim neck that leads down to her low cut shirt. Ample cleavage I have no right staring at but can’t help wondering how good they’d feel in my hands. I force my gaze up with a smile.
“At least you look good in blue.” I try to lighten her up, and that has her eyes meeting mine. On our knees, we’re closer than I thought, and I suddenly feel like I’m in the desert, desperate for a trace of water. Am I in need of some sleep, or are sparks flying? 
This is new. 
She peers back down, her cheeks flushed, and I finish helping her pick up the scattered cupcake destruction, pushing any wayward thoughts aside. But the icing is stuck to the floor, making it a bit slippery, so I stand and say, “I’ll grab some napkins. Hang on a sec.”
I stride to the cafe and grab the napkins, and when I walk back she reaches out for them, but I shake my head. “Let me.”
“I would fight you on it, but I’m certain my hands aren’t working properly right now.” She gives me a half smile before nibbling at her lip.
I wonder if she is nervous about her best friend who just had a baby, or if it’s something else. 
Me? 
Do I make her nervous?
Don’t be ridiculous…
After I wipe the floor clean and throw the napkins in the garbage, Tahlia looks up at me curiously. “Are you working today?”
“Yeah. Do my clothes give it away?”
She drops her gaze over me. When she finishes checking me out, her green eyes land on mine again. Her tongue slides across her bottom lip as she says back with a mischievous gleam in her eye. “Navy suits you.”
My heart hammers. I’m glad she likes what she see’s. I can’t stop the smirk spreading on my lips, knowing I feel the same way. I like what I see. “Did you work today?”
She sighs, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yeah. Even though I think my parents were right. I should’ve stayed in college.”
Her answer surprises me. “You could always go back. It’s never too late.”
“I could…”
“You don’t want to?”
“No. Ah…Have you seen the baby yet?” she asks, changing the subject.
I shake my head. “No, I was going to grab something to eat and head up.”
“I might need to get new cupcakes.” She giggles, and it’s the cutest, lightest laugh. I’ve heard it once before at Mike and Alice’s wedding, but I’ve forgotten just how much I love it. Hearing it again makes me feel a way I’m not used to.
I peek down and see only one cupcake could be saved. And I don’t dare tell her I didn’t know it was a boy, since the blue icing gave it away. 
“Did you get them from here?” I wouldn't object to one right now.
“No, I picked them up at a bakery by the coffee house where I work.” Her eyes flick to me, and I swear she almost seems embarrassed. 
“Let's grab something for you to take up there, but first, have you had a coffee or something to eat?” I ask. 
“Maybe I shouldn’t have a coffee. I’m already jumpy.” I swallow the disappointment swirling in my gut. I want to spend more time with just her.
“But I might go for tea and something to eat. I’ve worked all day and have barely eaten anything,” she adds, and I spring to life at the knowledge she’ll sit down with me.
“Same. I’m living on coffee.”
I don’t miss the way her eyes flick to my body before moving away to the food counter, clutching her cupcake box to her chest. “I’ll find something to take up after.”
“Good idea, but maybe pop them in the garbage before you wear any more of them.” 
Her head turns quickly, and she pulls the box out, to see her white long-sleeve has a smear of blue across the middle.
“Oh, God. I’m getting worse by the second.”
I smile. “Let me take the box and put it in the garbage so you can go to the bathroom and clean up. I’ll grab you a drink and something to eat.”
She sighs with relief. “Are you sure?”
“It would be my pleasure,” I say with an honest smile, trying to tell her with my face that I’m here to help her. 
I take the box from her, and try to ignore how my hands graze her soft ones. I’ve never been so distracted by a simple touch. Clearing my throat, I get my thoughts back on track.
“Order?” 
“Oh, yeah. A hot chocolate and a cookie, please.”
“As a doctor, that is the worst choice, but as a friend, I’ll say I’ll meet you over at one of those tables.” I point toward the empty tables and chairs.
“Don’t doctor me around. I just need to eat my feelings right now.” She smirks, and a stupid grin settles on my face as I look at her. Spinning on her heel, she walks off, but in the opposite direction of the bathroom. 
“T,” I call out and she turns around, brow furrowed.
I lift a hand and point in the direction of where she needs to go. “That way.” 
A pained expression hits her face, and I read her lips. “What is wrong with me today?”
Her face is crimson, and she keeps it down and walks fast in the right direction. I turn and dump the box in the nearest bin and set out to get us drinks and food.
As I go to order her a cookie, I scan the different flavors, wondering which one she likes. 
I peer over my shoulder catching sight of her. As if feeling my eyes on her she glances back. Our eyes hold momentarily before she turns and disappears into the bathroom. I stare dumbfounded at the door she just entered. My body is excited by her. And I’ve never been exhilarated by a woman. That revelation leaves me pondering. Who is Tahlia Adams other than beautiful?






  
  Chapter 2

Tahlia


I’m so damn embarrassed, and I can’t shake it. As I scrub my soiled top with hand soap and water, trying to get the blue icing out, I mutter to myself about how ditzy I seemed in front of Alex. When I saw him come out of the elevator, I was so shocked at the sight of him. 
In my defense, it’s the first time I’ve seen him in scrubs. He looked so sexy with the navy material hugging his broad chest that I fumbled and tipped the box. 
He seems to unravel me unintentionally, but I need to remember he’s eight years older, a playboy, and my friend’s brother-in-law. 
My mind goes back to the first time I met Alex, over a year and a half ago. I was on a night out with my friends at a club called Luxe, and he was dancing with Alice when I interrupted to tell her I wanted to leave. But as my eyes held Alex’s bright blues, something inside of my chest jolted. And it happened again today.
That has to be why I’m clumsy and flustered today. It can’t be the way his tall frame looked stupidly handsome. 
His eyes framed beneath dark brows, brown hair tousled to perfection, his sharp jawline dusted with scruff, and when I dragged my gaze up to his throat. I froze. Even that part of him is sexy. How weird is that for me to think? But it is. When he swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbed, and I imagine for a second me leaning over to lick it…yeah, like I said, I’m losing my mind. 
I don’t like him, not like that, and I definitely couldn’t fall for him. 
I huff, annoyed that I can’t stop thinking about him. I’ve already spent too long in here, so I give up when there’s only a tiny bit of blue left and move to the hand dryer. Quickly, I dry it as much as I can, so I don’t go out in a see-through top. I think I’ve managed to make a fool out of myself enough in front of Alex.
After I take a deep breath to calm the swarm of nerves in my belly, I head back out to find Alex.
I tell myself not to change subjects if he wants to discuss my job or college this time. I can talk about it. I chose this path. So, I shouldn’t be embarrassed that I had no idea what I wanted to do when I finished school. Therefore, I studied what my parents wanted me to. But it didn’t last long. I quit college after 2 years. I wanted to choose my future. Not have them tell me what to do. That’s how I found myself working in a coffee house. 
Recently, my grandfather passed, leaving me, a stake in the family business. But the condition to receive the inheritance isn’t conceivable.
It isn’t long before I spot him in the crowd of tables and walk up to him with a smile. I can’t help but chuckle at the piles littered all over the table. Staring down at all the bags and bags of cookies, I tease him. “Are you hungry? I thought doctors ate healthily.” 
His face morphs with amusement, and he gives me one of his signature smirks that makes every woman drool. And I can’t lie. I’m one of them, but I quickly push it away. 
“I do. But, ah, I didn't know what flavor you liked, so I, um, ordered them all.” His gaze drops and he looks around, as if embarrassed. It’s such an odd look for such a confident man.
My mouth slacks and my heart thumps harder. He ordered me every flavor because he didn’t know what I’d like. 
Who does that?
He does, apparently.
My mouth opens, then closes, and I finally find my voice. “Wow, thanks. That's so kind of you,” I say quietly and drag out a chair to sit. I’m in a state of shock. I can’t remember the last time a man was nice to me. Especially one as hot as Alex.
“So, what is it?” he asks.
I glance up at him, still in la-la land, thinking about his sweet gesture. 
“What's your favorite flavor?”
Ah, what type of cookie I like. 
I answer with ease. “Chocolate chip.” 
He snaps his fingers and leans back into the chair. “I was gonna guess that.”
I smile at his enthusiasm. I’m enjoying being around him like this. We’ve never had one-on-one time together; it’s always been with our shared friends around.
He pushes one bag closer to me. “Here.”
My gaze flicks to his, and he stares back with warm eyes. “This one is yours.” 
I smirk back and pick it up to peer inside. When I see the big chocolate chunks, my stomach growls. I pull it out without hesitation and take a big bite, instantly closing my eyes and moaning loudly, savoring the sugary taste on my tongue. When I open my eyes to grab my drink, I’m met with a fixed, heated gaze, thin lips and something swirling between us that feels a lot like sexual tension. 
A piece of the cookie becomes lodged in my throat right at the moment he licks his lips, and I concentrate on swallowing it down, but my mouth is too dry. I grab my hot chocolate, and he reaches out, lips parting to speak, but it’s too late. I’ve already taken a big sip, and it burns all the way down. I gasp, and wince screwing up my face as I hold back a swear but fail. “Fuck, that’s hot.” 
“Sorry, I tried to warn you. They were hot to the touch when I carried them over,” he says quietly. 
I try to lighten the mood by joking. “Hence why you haven’t had a sip of your coffee.”
His face softens and a small lift in the corner of his lips lets me know it worked, and I watch as he opens one of the bags and takes out a cookie. Watching him chew is too mesmerizing, but I catch myself before my attraction takes over my face. I hope…
I look away to take a breath and focus on something else before I return to eating the rest of my cookie. This time, with no moaning.
“It’s a decent cookie,” he says, causing me to look back up at him as he wipes his mouth with a napkin.
“Yeah? When was the last time you ate a cookie?” I keep my gaze on his eyes and don’t let them wander. No, my mind needs to stay away from the gutter. But I’m only human, and I can’t help but sneak a glance over his body—just for a second. 
A very long second…
“I can’t remember, but it’s a damn shame.” 
I scrunch up my now empty cookie bag, and then hold up my hot chocolate and ask, “Should we take these upstairs?” 
“What’s the rush? They aren’t leaving today. Are you trying to run away from me, T?” His playful tone makes a laugh slip out of me.
I shake my head. “No rush. I just want to meet the baby and see how Alice is.” It’s half the truth, because I really do want to see them, but I also need to get away from Alex and his effortless sex appeal. 
He stands. “Fair enough. These are too hot to drink anyway, so we can carry them up.” 
I raise a brow at him, surprised he is giving in to me so easily. Before I can say anything else, he continues.
“Well, maybe I should carry both, in case another accident arises.” He winks at me, causing me to laugh loudly. 
“No, I’m good. There’ll be no more accidents for me.” I pick up my drink and add, “Oh, but I need to grab some new cupcakes before we go.”
“Nah, I got them already.” He reaches down beside him and lifts a box to the table. I look at the box, and then back at him, at a total loss for words. He’s a lot more thoughtful than I assumed he would be. I imagined him as a selfish and hard to talk to type of guy, but so far, he’s been the complete opposite.
“How?” I ask, confused.
“Ordered and delivered them from a bakery nearby.”
I must’ve been in the bathroom longer than I thought…
“Thanks.”
He rubs his chin like he’s pondering over something. “They’re not the same cupcakes you had.”
I shrug. Knowing I’m grateful for anything other than empty hands. ‘That’s okay. What do I owe you?” I grab my purse to pay for them.
“Don’t be silly. They’re my family too.” He shakes it off like he’s offended.
“But it’s my gift.” 
“I won’t tell them if you don’t.” 
I blink, totally taken off guard by his kindness. “After my day so far, I don’t have it in me to fight you.”
He leans down, his breath hitting the side of my face and causing the hair on my neck to prickle at the closeness. “You wouldn’t win anyway.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The walk to the elevator is almost painful. I’m taking steps with care in an attempt to not make a fool out of myself in front of him. Again.
There’s a hint of sexual desire—totally coming from me—that’s circling around us, one I’m finding very hard to ignore. 
Once we arrive at the elevator, he presses the button, and we remain silent. His deep woodsy and caramel scent are so strong, I can almost taste it. It causes the tingle to spread between my thighs. Maybe the fact he showed me his tender side is making me sensitive. It’s tricking my body into thinking what if he was naked and all I could inhale with every breath was him? 
Yeah, no, dumb idea. I’ll never give in to the temptation with him.
We step into the elevator, and I sag against the wall, grateful for the people inside, even though I stay standing beside him. It feels better knowing the people are barriers for my dirty mind today.
My mouth parts into an easy smile when I realize I’m about to see my friend. I push the tingling feeling for Alex away and replace it with pure happiness. “I can’t want to see if he’ll look like Alice or Mike.”
“I bet he looks like Mike. It’s a boy, after all, Tahlia.” The way he says the word “boy,” my heart drops, and I gasp, lifting my gaze to his humorous one.
“You didn’t know, did you?” I ask with wide eyes.
He shakes his head, but the playful smile keeps me from feeling any worse than I do. And right now, I want to kick myself for being so stupid. 
I drop my chin to look at the floor.
“Hey. I don’t mind. I’m the shit brother who never asked when Mike called.”
My head lifts, and my eyes hold his as he continues. “Don’t beat yourself up, but maybe don’t tell me his name.” He winks, and I can’t help but laugh. 
The elevator doors open, and we exit, walking through the short corridor and straight up to the nurses’ desk.
“Hi, Doctor Taylor.” I watch as the nurse looks up at Alex with hearts in her eyes and a flush across her cheeks. Suddenly, I’m a little jealous.
“Hey. Can you tell us which room Mike’s in?” he says without even a flicker of flirting to be deciphered, which I didn’t expect. I’ve seen him flirt. Maybe because he’s at work? Yeah, that’s probably it. But secretly, I wouldn’t mind if it was because of me. 
“Sure.” Ignoring me completely, she glances at a piece of paper, then up at Alex. “Room twelve,” she answers sweetly.
“Thanks,” he replies with a charming smile before pushing off.
He really could charm anyone. 
I walk off in the direction of their room and knock on the door. Alex’s shoes sound behind me, but I don’t wait. I want to see my best friend and her baby. 
“Come in,” Mike's voice bellows from behind the door.
I hurry inside and beam as I see Alice holding her baby. Tears prickle behind my eyes as she smiles through puffy, tired eyes up at me. 
I step straight over to her and hug her, whispering into her ear, “Congratulations,” before sitting down in the nearby chair. “Tell me everything.” I shuffle my butt to the edge of the chair to get even closer.
“I’m not going to scare you, but it was intense. The ring of fire is something I don’t want to feel again anytime soon.” She shudders, as if remembering it vividly. 
I scrunch up my face, telling myself to not Google it, because it will probably turn me off from having kids in the future. And one day, I want a family of my own.
“I’ll take your word for it,” I say.
Her eyes drift to Alex and then back to me, and her brow raises.
“What?” My voice stays hushed so the guys can’t hear.
Her eyes flick to Alex again before answering in a soft tone. “What’s going on there?” 
Swallowing, I reply flatly, trying to seem unaffected. “Nothing.”
“Are you sure? He keeps looking over at you.”
He does?
I can’t help but peek over from the corner of my eye, and she’s right. He stands in the back of the room with Mike, his hands inside his pockets and those blue eyes set straight on me.
He’s not interested. They’re probably just talking about the baby or my cupcake incident downstairs, not about me, specifically.
“I dropped the cupcakes for you downstairs and wore half of them. He’s probably retelling Mike how much of a clumsy mess I am.”
“No, you didn’t,” she says with a chuckle that causes the baby to cry.
“I did.”
She cuddles him closer, cooing to soothe him, and I use the opportunity to get off the topic of Alex fast.
“How long was labor?” I ask, but instantly regret it. I don't really want to know how long my best friend was in pain. 
“Twelve hours.”
Yeah, that sounds awful.
“That's a really long time,” I say with a wince. 
She shrugs, and then asks me, “Did you want to hold Ethan?”
My mouth opens with a wide smile. “Do I? Of course, and by the way, I love his name.”
“It’s sweet, just like him,” she says as she looks at Mike longingly, and I wonder what that would feel like. To be utterly consumed with a man who you can trust and love wholeheartedly. 
She gently places Ethan into my arms and giggles.
I look up at her and frown. “What?” I ask in a rush, thinking I’m doing something wrong and hurting him somehow. I haven’t got experience with babies.
“You won’t hurt him, relax. You’re so uptight.”
It does feel uncomfortable to be sitting so straight, so I take a big breath and ease back into the chair, staring down at Ethan. Smiling, I think of what Alex said to me earlier, and I look over at him. I’m taken aback, as his tight expression is firmly focused on me. It’s so intimate and unexpected, it causes my throat to tighten. I swallow so I can speak. “You’re right, he looks like Mike.”
Alex doesn’t move or say anything, he just stands all hot and broody across the room, watching me. I feel like I’m on fire again. 
“Told you,” Mike says, and I tear my eyes to Mike and his bemused face looks directly at Alice.
I drag my eyes back to Ethan, but I still have Alex’s gaze burning a hole through the side of my face. 






  
  Chapter 3

Alex


I’ve gone from wanting to know what color panties and bra set she’s wearing to watching her hold a baby. I’ve never been a family man, but there is something holding me tightly by the throat at watching her with Ethan. There is this new glow on her face, and when she locked eyes with me, there was a wave of peace shining in her eyes. Ethan stayed asleep, and once she eased back in the chair, I thought straight away she was a natural at this. 
“How’s the dad mobile?” I ask, but I’m unable to tear my gaze from Tahlia.
He grumbles and mutters, “It’s okay, I guess…”
“You still sour because you had to give up Marty?” This time, I turn to him with a shit-eating grin. Alice nicknamed his Aston Martin “Marty,” and he will never live it down. It’s the fun side of Alice. She is so innocently sweet, ignoring anyone who laughed at her habit of naming cars. It’s her thing and I kind of love it about her. 
My gaze wanders back to the woman in the chair. After today, I probably won’t see her again until Ethan’s first birthday, and what a damn shame that is. I run my gaze over her and memorize every dip and curve in her delectable body.
“You should have seen how much I cried after Ethan was born.”
My lips part. “Wh-what?” I stutter, shock transforming my expression. 
His eyes focus on Alice, who stares back at him warmly. “She handled labor so well. Like, it’s fucking traumatizing. And then, the next minute, they lifted a little piece of me and her onto her chest, and I bawled like a fucking baby. The feelings were so overwhelming.”
“How come you felt like that?” I didn’t mean for that question to leave my lips, but I’m curious about what made my hard-ass brother break down. It’s not like him.
“I remember it all too well; it’s so fresh in my mind. My chest was going to combust with pride. She’s a warrior.”
While he’s all soft and sleep deprived and won’t think anything about my questions, I ask what I’m dying to know. “How did you know she was the one?” I say it quietly, not wanting the girls to overhear.
His face breaks into a bright beam of glee. “She feels like home. Keeping me safe, warm, and loved.”
Home?
What does that mean?
I don’t ask, because I figure if I have to ask, then I’ve never felt it.
I remember last night, when I was with another meaningless hook-up, how numb and hollow I felt…definitely not a feeling of home.
I was cold, not warm.
There was no care or desire to hold on to them because I love her with every piece of me.
Yeah, no, that’s not where I’m at. My life is to focus on my career, and when it’s my time, I’m sure I’ll know. 
“Yeah, that makes sense.”
The girls have stopped talking, and the room is now quiet. I’m still leaning back, watching Tahlia hold Ethan with fascination. “Why’d you ask? Are you seeing someone?” Mike asks. 
Tahlia’s head turns to us curiously, so I say loud enough for her to hear, so she knows, I can see her listening in. 
“No, I’m just curious, that’s all.” I shrug, and he nods, and luckily doesn’t push any further.
A knock sounds at the door, and it swings open.
“Where is this little man?” 
I peer over and see Tahlia’s roommate Maddison, and her friend Blake. Everyone says hi, including me, but I know it’s my cue to leave. There are too many people in this room.
I turn to Mike, whose puzzled expression stares back at me. “I’ll let you all catch up, and then I’ll come back later for a hug.”
Blake and Maddison take a seat directly next to Tahlia, and she stands immediately, handing over Ethan into Maddison's arms.
Mike rolls his lips, as if deliberating something. “You know what, I might grab a coffee from downstairs and let them be alone for a minute,” he says.
I nod and wait as he crosses to the other side of Alice. She smiles lovingly as he whispers something and presses a soft kiss to her lips before rejoining me. 
“Ready?” he asks.
I walk over to the group, Mike behind me.
Tahlia looks up, curiosity etched into her face.
“I’m going to leave you all to meet Ethan. Nice seeing you again T, Blake, and Maddy. I hope to see you again soon.”
Blake winks. “I’ll probably see you at Luxe this weekend.”
“Maybe.” I shrug, not knowing what I’ll be doing. I have a membership that costs me a small fortune, and it’s a good place to drink and unwind after work, so I might just be.
I give them a genuine smile, then look over at Alice. “I’ll see you soon. Rest up and kick them out if they’re annoying you.” I wink.
As the group gasp, Maddison fires back, “Shut up, you.”
I chuckle and take one last glance at Tahlia before giving her a smile, to which she gives me a wide one back. I dip my chin, and, for some reason, my chest feels heavy as I exit the room.
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“Nice shot, son,” my dad says proudly. 
My lips part into a smug grin before watching it land on the green perfectly. Fuck yeah.
“Think you’ll be going down, old man,” I say as we walk back to the golf cart. I take my seat on the driver's side as he slips in beside me, holding on to the bar when I take off.
“I think I might be buying you beers today.” 
“You may have had a better chance if Mike was here,” I tell him, taking a quick glance at his profile.
“Ha. You mean come in second instead of last?” He meets my stare.
“Exactly.” Still grinning, I look ahead of me and put my foot down to go a little faster until we arrive at our golf balls. I park.
“Are you on call this weekend?” Dad asks, as we both step out of the cart.
He walks around to pull a driver out of his bag and walk up to his ball. 
I stay silent as he makes his hit, and then I answer, “No, I’m off, so I’ll catch up on a little paperwork, maybe watch the game, or go to Luxe, but really, nothing much.”
He walks over to me, fit as the sixty-six-year-old he is, and comes to stand beside me. I keep my arms over my chest as his ball lands closer to the hole.
“Nice,” I mutter.
“Is there someone you’re meeting up with at Luxe?”
I tilt my head in the cart direction in silence, offering to get in the cart.
“Do you mean a woman?” I pull on the brim of my green hat, shielding the sun from my eyes. I’m pissed I forgot my sunglasses at home.
“Of course, I mean a woman.”
I chuckle. “I’m just checking. But to answer your question, no, I’m just catching up with my friends, Ryan and Jackson.”
“You know your mom kills my eardrums over you not settling down or bringing anyone to Sunday dinner.”
I roll my eyes, picturing her talking my dad’s ear off about my single life and how I need to settle down, as Mike and my sister Stephanie did. 
“I can imagine her following you around the house, lecturing you. How I’m the last one and how disappointed she is.”
I pinch my lips closed at the last part, hoping he didn’t hear it, but it slipped out. It was supposed to stay in my head. But of course, I’m not lucky and the old bugger has the best hearing.
“She isn’t disappointed; she just doesn’t want you lonely or to never experience love.”
Sitting in the parked cart, I don’t make any moves to get out. I sit still, holding the wheel in my hands, and stare out at the lake the course backs onto. The trees, shrubs, and peacefulness are hard to beat out here. It’s the best course to play at. I try to do this once a week with him now that he’s semi-retired, but I’ve been so snowed under with work that I’ve missed a few weeks. I continue watching the lake, not wanting to face him when I talk about how I feel. It’s not that easy to confess the hollowness, the empty sex, and the lack of connections I fill my life with.
“I don’t believe I’ll be lonely…but I don’t know about love. I don’t have much faith that it’s out there for me.” 
“I think you will find the right person at the right time. Well, that’s what I tell your mom anyway.” He grabs my shoulder with his hand and squeezes. Not a tight one, just a dad offering his soft, reassuring squeeze.
I’m hoping he’s right.






  
  Chapter 4

Tahlia


“How was work?” Blake asks, watching me grab some Doritos from the cupboard for us to graze on while we chat in my kitchen. 
“Crap. I seriously hate my life right now,” I mumble as I tear open the bag and pop one in my mouth. I’m hangry. I didn’t get time for a break today.
“I get that. But quit.” He grabs the bag off me to eat a chip, chewing it loudly.
“I can’t. I don’t wanna sit around all day. I need to keep busy. But this wasn’t the life I thought I’d live.”
“Why’s that?” he asks with a slight frown.
I grab another chip and shake my head as I eat it before speaking.
“I rent, I’m single, and I hate my job, but I can’t quit because I don’t even know what to do instead. There’s nothing I like other than styling clothes, and college isn’t for me.”
He turns to the fridge, grabbing the wine out to refill our glasses.
“You’re only twenty-four. Calm the fuck down. Things will pan out the way they’re meant to.”
“I hope you’re right,” I mumble.
“I’m always right. Oh, and before I forget, your mom called, looking for you.”
I roll my eyes. “I’ll call her back.”
“When?” he asks with a raised brow. 
I sigh, knowing I’m not calling my parents back tonight. “Soon. I just need a second before dealing with people who have my life mapped out for me.”
“Fair enough, babe. It’s your life. I’m just the messenger,” he says as he fills the glasses. 
“Not too much, Blake.” I hold my hand out. We’ve already had one glass of wine, and it doesn’t take much alcohol for me to feel a buzz running through my body. Especially with the lack of food today.
“All right. All right. Keep your panties on,” Blake replies with an eye roll. 
I take the glass he offers me with a smile, and he lifts his to cheers with me. “To a good night.”
“To a good night,” Blake says. 
We almost clink our glasses when we hear a screech. I jump from the surprise.
“Wait! I’m coming,” Maddison adds, her heels clicking fast on the tile behind me. I spin and watch her approach. Gripping the counter with one hand, she grabs her glass with the other and holds it between us. “Cheers.” 
I flick my gaze from hers to Blake’s, and we all say “Cheers,” clinking our glasses together before taking a generous sip. 
My phone rings. I put my glass down and run to my bedroom and pull it off the charger, seeing Alice’s name on the screen. Answering the video call, I hold the phone out, smiling.
“Hi,” I whisper, seeing Ethan in her arms. I head back to Maddison and Blake, turning around so we can all huddle together to talk to Alice.
“Where’s that hottie of a husband of yours?” Blake asks.
Alice’s eyes light up and it’s like she just got married, not just had a baby. I’ve heard there’s a new love for your husband when you have a child, seeing the way they dote on you and the baby and how you look at them with a newfound love. And she’s definitely glowing, her cheeks flushing at the mention of Mike.
“He’s gone home to shower and eat.”
“I was going to say, I’m surprised he left your side,” I tease.
“It wasn’t easy. He took a lot of convincing,” she says.
“You mean you offered him a blow job,” Blake counters.
I suck in a breath and turn to Blake to narrow my eyes. “Little ears.”
“Come on, T, lighten up; he’s a baby.”
“Not the point,” I grumble, leaning back and grab my wine to take a sip.
“Wine? Where are you all off to?”
“Good old Luxe,” Blake answers with enthusiasm. He’s always the most excited to go compared to the rest of us. Don’t get me wrong, it’s the best place in town, and it doesn’t have sleezy drunk men everywhere. It’s filled with the most successful men and women around, so out of all the clubs, it’s the place to be. 
Alice’s face pinches. I know there is a mix of happy and painful memories from Luxe. And I wonder if I’d rather be going out or be her, married with kids.
If I were Alice, I’d be right where she is, but I’m still trying to figure out my life and career, whereas she was a nurse and following her dreams. Me…well, I have no idea who Tahlia Adams is. That chapter is still to come.
“Well, come on, if I can’t be there, show me what you’re all wearing.”
I show Maddison’s and Blake’s outfits off before facing it to me. As I tilt the phone, Alice grins at my tight white dress. White is risky, but it is one of my favorite colors to wear. I just don’t know how much dancing I’ll be doing in it.
“Of course, T outdoes us all by rocking something unusual and stylish. Bordering between slutty and sexy,” Blake cuts in.
An easy smile plays on my lips. I do have style. Maddison requested I help her find an outfit tonight, so I loaned her my new black dress that has rhinestones on it, outlining her curves. I paired it with her own black peep-toe stilettos and a matching black bag. Blake chose his own colorful tropical shirt. I’d love to style him, but he flat-out refuses. He likes his unique look. And to me, that’s what styling is about. A look you love and feel your best in. 
“You all look amazing. T, you’ve heard me say this before, but you should be a stylist,” she coos, before adding, “I’m not jealous, other than wanting wine, but I can’t while I’m feeding. But soon, wine nights at my house.”
“Oh, look at you, Momma. Already needing the booze,” Blake teases.
“No, but I’m still young and want to be around my friends. I have zero desire to go to Luxe, but wine…yes, please.”
“Why are you talking about wine?” Mike’s voice can be heard in the background.
“Nothing, calm down.” Alice rolls her eyes at us, but the lift in the corner of her lips lets us know she loves the bossy attitude Mike exudes. “I’ve gotta go feed Ethan.”
“Okay. We should go call a taxi, so you guys have a good night. Thanks for calling. Miss you,” I say, waving my hand at the camera.
“See you all soon.”
We all say bye, and then I hang up and put the phone down on the counter. 
“I ordered the cab,” Maddison says.
“Thanks,” I say picking up my drink, I take another sip. 
“I can’t believe she has a baby,” Blake says.
“I know! She is a baby herself,” Maddison replies.
“She’s not a baby,” I argue.
“No, I know, but she’s still young. Are you saying you’d be down for a baby at this age?” Blake asks.
My face drops in horror, and I shake my head vigorously. “No way. I can’t care for a child. I haven’t got a house, or a stable career, or—”
“A man,” Blake interjects.
“Exactly! No. I’m not ready. You two have more of a chance of settling down than me,” I say.
They both turn toward each other and burst out laughing. And I can’t help but join them. 
Blake composes himself quickly to throw back his drink in one go before demanding, “Chug, girls.”
My brows pull together, not understanding what’s the rush.
“The cab’s here,” he says, answering my silent question.
I hold the glass up and see it’s still half full. Bringing it to my lips, I drink it quickly. I should’t be drinking anymore tonight, I have work again tomorrow. I don’t want to be hungover while dealing with my arrogant asshole of a boss. He is bad enough sober.
Putting the glass down, we grab our bags. We don’t bother with coats, knowing it’s always warm inside the club. We will only be cold for the few minutes lining up.
The drive isn’t long, and when we arrive at Luxe, we join the line to get in.
Once we’re inside, Maddison and Blake go straight for the bar. 
“Wait. Not for me,” I call out, grabbing Blakes arm to stop him.
“Come on,” Blake pleads, clasping his hands together and fluttering his lashes. 
I playfully hit his shoulder
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