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      “Yay, you came!” Chloe greeted me with an awkward hug. Only awkward because of the size of her stomach.

      “Of course I came!” When your best friend’s pregnant fiancée asks for your help with something, you don’t tell her no. She could have asked any of our friends and we all would make time for her. Ten months ago, we were afraid she was going to die. It didn’t help that at the time, her then-husband was straddled on top of her, strangling the life out of her. Hawk and I had a fun time beating the shit out of him. It wasn’t a long beating because, like most wife beaters, he couldn’t handle a fight with a man and passed out in less than three minutes.

      “Bryan thinks we have all the time in the world, but I think we need to be prepared.” I followed her as she led me down the hall of their penthouse condo toward what was shaping up to be the nursery. Chloe came from humble beginnings, married a man with a little bit of money and traded up by billions when she met Hollywood, yet she insisted that she didn’t need to hire someone to fix up the nursery. Why would she when she adopted us as her brothers? Gunner and Hunter painted the room a nice shade of green and Rooster’s wife, Brittany, and Hawk’s girlfriend, Cameron, added decals of animals. I was here to put the cribs together. Something Hollywood said could wait. Chloe wasn’t due for another few weeks and he was planning on taking a lot of time off after the new year begins so he’d do it then. Or more so, he’d have me come and do it then.

      “Yes, well, Hollywood thinks the world revolves around him sometimes,” I told her. “I don’t think Junior and Little Miss are going to come around when Daddy says so.”

      “I agree,” she eased herself into the glider chair that was already set up in the room. “I can’t wait until we get to meet them.” I dragged the matching ottoman over for her to rest her feet up. “Thank you,” she said with an appreciative sigh.

      “I think we’re all getting a little anxious,” I told her as I pulled the instructions out of the box. “Have you agreed to any of his suggested names yet?”

      “No way! Romeo and Juliette? What the Hell is wrong with your friend? Sandy and Danny? Forrest and Jenny? Seriously, Taz, why would I name my babies after book or movie couples? That’s weird. Or Bonnie and Clyde? They’d be doomed from birth.” I laughed. I knew why he was throwing out horrible names. He wanted her to suggest names because he’d do anything she asked. She, on the other hand, wasn’t giving him anything.

      “We’ll probably call them Bonnie and Clyde no matter what you name them,” I told her as I began to separate pieces of the crib.

      “I figured,” she said with a relaxing sigh. She was going to fall asleep in that chair. “I like Mila and Marco.” This time her words were followed by a yawn.

      “Chloe?”

      “Hmm?” I looked up at her. Her eyes were closed, and her rocking was slower now.

      “Go lay down. I don’t need the ogre finding you in here sleeping while I work. I’ll have to take the brunt of that, and I don’t want it.”

      “I’m fine,” she insisted. Sure!

      Two minutes later I was carrying her into her room. Thankfully, she curled into her pillow and stayed asleep.

      “How’s it going?” I jumped at the sound of Hollywood’s voice. I had been in my own head while I worked and hadn’t heard him come in. “I can’t believe she roped you into this.”

      “You know twins usually come early, right?” I asked him.

      “And it would take us two hours to have things together. We had time.”

      “Happy wife...” I told him. He laughed.

      “She’s happy. She’s got a shit ton of men at her every beck and call. One of which is a chef.” He sat in the oversized rocking chair that was set up next to the glider chair. Being nearly 6’5” and solid muscle, he needed something sturdy.

      “Those men are dropping like flies,” I reminded. “One of them is married and two more are in serious relationships. What happens when the other two get hitched? All that’s left is me.”

      “I think you’ll find a lady before Hunter and Gunner. I’m surprised Mac settled down.” We all were. His relationship was barely older than a day, but for Mac that’s like two years. Hunter, Mac and Gunner, known to us as the idiot three, were a bunch of whores. In all the years I've known them, they’ve never brought the same girl around more than once, if they brought a girl around at all. “Are you bringing someone to the New Year’s Eve party?”

      “Nope.” I didn’t want to be with anyone on New Year’s Eve. I wanted to stay in my apartment, on my couch and drink beer. “If Chloe wasn’t insisting upon it, I'd stay home,” I admitted.

      “Hey?” Hollywood called out. I looked over my shoulder at him. “You good?”

      What was the proper response to that? No, I was not good. Ever since Tracy left me, I've been in a fucked up mental state. Keeping myself busy with work and whatever Chloe needs because, if I sit still long enough, I tend to fall into a depression. Would I say that to Hollywood? Fuck no! I didn’t need anyone to know what was really going on. I don’t understand why I'm in this state; fuck Tracy! She was a lying, cheating bitch and I'm better off without her, I just haven’t gotten to the point where I want to move on. She isn’t giving me much opportunity because she constantly tries to contact me.

      “I’m fine,” I lied. Guess Tracy wasn’t the only liar.

      “Why are you just sitting there?” Chloe asked. I whipped my head around to find her staring at Hollywood. Glaring at him, actually. “Shouldn’t you be helping?”

      “I see why you don’t want to bring anyone to the party,” Hollywood said with a laugh. “How was your nap, princess?”

      “Don’t patronize me! Taz is working his ass off and these aren’t his babies. If he’s got the cribs taken care of, you could be working on the changing table. If I'm not being lazy, what gives you the right? I'm working twenty-four fucking hours a day making life,” she turned and walked away, still griping about her lazy man as she went.

      “I think you’ll be shopping for another piece of jewelry soon,” I joked. Hollywood stood and went to the next box. He wasn’t going to do much; he was just going through the motions. Hollywood is a businessman. His father taught him a lot about making money but not too much about using a hammer or screwdriver. “Don’t fuck with anything.” I had to stop him before it was too late. “I got it.”

      “You don’t think I can do this?”

      “No! I know you can’t. Call Gunner or wait for me to finish this. Go make lunch or some shit.”

      “Shut up, asshole, I got this,” he insisted.

      “Taz, there’s a few girls I want you to meet tomorrow night. I’m so excited.” Chloe was back in the room with us.

      “I’m not interested,” I said, afraid to look at her. Chloe is a tiny woman but she’s fierce as fuck! And she always gets her way.

      “But they’re really nice!” she insisted.

      “I’m not dating right now,” I retorted.

      “No, you’re not,” she huffed. “That’s why I'm going to introduce you to some women.”

      “That’s not the reason I'm not dating.”

      “Just dress nice,” she demanded and walked away.

      “She’s lucky I love her,” I said to Hollywood.

      “I quit.” He pushed the wood and tossed the screwdriver; his frustration clear.

      “I thought you could do it,” I mocked. He glared at me. “Just let my godchildren know how much I love them.” I took his spot on the floor and began assembling the changing table.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        Will I get to see you tonight? Are you going to be at Mike’s party?

      

      

      

      

      

      Tracy cheated on me for most of our relationship and when things finally ended, I explained to her, and her new boyfriend, that I didn’t want to hear from them ever again. I wanted to beat the shit out of the man, but I held back and just sat on the couch while they emptied my apartment. He dumped her within months, and she’s been bugging the shit out of me ever since.

      I ignored her text, as I've done for months, but that only meant that more were coming soon.

      
        
          
            
              
        Arnie, you’ve been going to Mike’s parties for years. I’m sure you and your big idiot friend will be there again this year.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there. Mike called me and invited me personally.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was a really good thing I wasn’t going to Mike’s party. Hollywood was my next distraction.
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        Chloe is driving me fucking insane!

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed as I hit the call button to find out what was really going on.

      “She’s refusing to sit down and actually let the employees do their job,” he said without a greeting.

      “What were you expecting? Tell her she needs to rest if she plans to be awake long enough to introduce me to some people.” I set my phone down as we spoke, keeping it on speaker so I could dress and talk at the same time.

      I was wearing all black tonight. It matched my mood. I slid into my black jeans and tucked my black undershirt into them before putting on the black button up.

      “She doesn’t even care right now,” he griped. “She woke up complaining about back pain and swollen feet and that hasn’t slowed her down.”

      “Is that Taz?” Chloe called from somewhere in the background. Next thing I knew she was talking through my speaker. “Taz, when are you gonna get here? Bryan is getting on my nerves.” Her mood during her pregnancy has been nothing like her mood before pregnancy. I understand that she was an abused woman, so she was a little meek, but now, she’s bolder than Hazel. And Hazel can be scary!

      “You realize he’s going to get on your nerves for the rest of your lives, right?” I asked with a laugh.

      “Shut up before you start getting on my nerves too. Just get here.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there in twenty.”

      “Yee! Thanks, love you!” She disconnected the phone. Poor Hollywood.

      As promised, I arrived at The Phoenix within twenty minutes. Hollywood met me at the door.

      “She’s finally resting. Hazel showed up.” He handed me a glass of whiskey. “Happy fucking New Year!”

      “Better her than the bullshit texts I was getting from fucking Tracy.”

      “You realize you can block her, right?”

      “I have. Then she changes her number and she’s texting me again. So, I just ignore the texts.” I looked around the upscale restaurant he’d bought for his fiancée. The hustle and bustle of the catering crew was a lot quieter than I thought it would be. Mac had offered to run the kitchen, but Chloe insisted that he join the party. His new lady, Sasha, the head mixologist for the restaurant created a small menu of specialty drinks for us, but I was going to sip my whiskey before trying her menu.

      “Happy New Year!” Chloe enveloped me in a hug. Two hours in and the crowd was growing; some of the employees from the gym were milling around. Bea was here with her girlfriend. Cassie was with a few friends, dancing in the middle of the dance floor, surrounded by people I didn’t know. Hunter and Gunner were out there, of course.

      “Happy New Year, Mama. How are you feeling?”

      “My back hurts. My shoes don’t fit so I’m in flip flops and your friend is constantly telling me to take a load off. But I'm fine. Come meet my friend.” She grabbed my hand and tugged me away. I went willingly; no use fighting her. “Her name is Daphne. She’s a member of the gym. She’s been single for about three months.” Chloe has been trying to set me up with someone since she found out she was pregnant. I stopped visiting the happy couple for a while to avoid the topic. She started to show up at the gym, which gave her access to talk to some of the women taking my kickboxing classes.

      As we approached two very beautiful women, I plastered on a smile. They double kissed her cheeks, as women do. “Chloe, love, how do you feel?” the taller of the two asked. She had beautiful ebony skin and barely-there makeup with maroon lips. Thick, kissable lips.

      “I’m great,” Chloe lied. That wasn’t the answer she gave me! I sipped my whiskey to hide my smirk. “This is my brother, Taz. Taz, these ladies are Daphne and Nova.” Daphne wasn’t the one with ebony skin. She was the leggy brunette with a short gold skirt on. Nice, but not as nice as Nova.

      “Taz,” Hollywood bellowed from across the restaurant. We all looked his way, only to see him waving me over.

      “Excuse me, ladies,” I said, with a polite nod. “It was nice meeting you both.” Was that even the right thing to say? I don’t even know how to speak to people anymore.

      “Come with me,” Hollywood demanded. I could see the stress in his eyes, so I followed him, no questions asked. That’s the type of thing that comes with over ten years of friendship. Your brother needs you; you follow. He didn’t speak until we were locked in his office at the back of the building. Locked- not just closed in. He was really fucking stressed. “I need another fucking drink,” he started, pulling a bottle of whiskey out of the drawer.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I’m about to be a fucking father. To fucking twins!” Okay. So, tonight he wants to fall apart? He drank straight from the bottle. “She’s due in a matter of weeks!” He took another swig. “Once this year is over, my new life starts. I have to buckle down and live the family life.” Another swig.

      I was a little lost on what he was freaking out about. His life changed the minute he kicked that door down. He hasn’t looked at a single woman since. He’s always seemed excited about the babies. Absolutely nothing was going to change just because the ball drops at midnight.

      “Put the fucking bottle away,” I demanded. “The last thing you need to do is get drunk.” I grabbed the bottle before he could take another swallow. He glared at me but didn’t argue. “Nothing is changing until she goes into labor. And then you really can’t drink, fucking idiot.” He huffed. “She’s been your world since that day and now you’re going to have two little versions of her to love as well. Your life is only getting better.”

      “No.” He put his elbows on his desk and his head in his hands. I took a seat in the other chair. This room wasn’t set up like his office at the gym. That office was built to have people in it; this one was built for the manager to do paperwork. Two chairs, one desk, and a ton of binders.

      “No, what?” I asked after a few minutes.

      “How is it getting better? What if she has complications? What if she gets depressed? What if the babies don’t like me?”

      “What if you didn’t stress about shit that hasn’t happened? What if I fall and break my neck?” He peeked between his fingers; his brows raised. “Stupid right? What if she has an easy delivery? What if she’s just as excited about raising babies as she was about falling in love with you? What if the babies prefer you over anyone else? It’s fucking New Year’s Eve; we’re supposed to be celebrating. And your lady was just introducing me to the first of the million women she plans to introduce me to.” I glanced at my watch. 11:15. Forty-five minutes until the New Year. At 12:10, I was going to sneak out and go home to an empty apartment.

      “Hollywood?” Mac yelled. We were still sitting in the office at 11:20. He still had his head buried in his hands. “Hollywood!” He sounded frantic. I stood and pulled the door open. “Fuck, we’ve been looking for you for ten minutes! Chloe’s on her way to the hospital with Hazel. Her water broke!”
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      Brittany owed me one. I wasn’t supposed to be here tonight, but she’d begged so she could spend New Year’s with her husband. Couldn’t say I blamed her, and it wasn’t like I’d had plans. I didn’t want the hassle of being with someone on New Year's Eve; nights like these tended to come with expectations that I didn’t have the energy to meet.

      It was weird to know my friend met, dated and married her husband a month ago. To be fair, they were married after two weeks and already expecting. With anyone else, I wouldn’t give it more than six months but, this wasn’t just anyone. If someone could make it work, it was going to be Brittany.

      A call came up from Emergency that we had a new mom coming in. She was at a party when her water broke, and contractions were coming fast. I was pulling the file for Chloe Smith when a commotion started by the elevator doors. A small blonde in a party dress was being pushed down the hall by a burly looking dude and another woman. I was surprised to see Brittany bringing up the rear, phone pressed to her ear as she gave updates.

      “Didn’t anyone tell you that you’re not supposed to be here today?” I smirked at her from behind my computer. Brittany rolled her eyes as she put the phone back in her bag.

      “Never a dull moment here.” She looked around. “Quiet night?” Her friend let out a noise between a grunt and a growl as her eyes squeezed shut.

      “Not anymore.” I started pulling files up for the doctor. “Has her obstetrician been contacted?” Brittany nodded, giving me the name of the doctor. I looked down at the expectant mother as we walked to the delivery room. “Ms. Smith, how are you feeling?”

      “Like something is fucking about to split me in two,” she said through clenched teeth. Oh, she was going to be fun. I felt bad for the guy that wheeled her in; he looked like he was stressed but keeping it together for Mom. That was something we would appreciate later. I kicked everyone out to help Chloe get into a hospital gown, only allowing Brittany to stay and assist.

      There was a rush of heavy feet outside the room with raised voices. Chloe gnashed her teeth when another contraction started. Brittany held her hand and Chloe leaned on the bed. I was almost smashed as the door swung open. A small hoard of tattooed men poured into the room.

      This was shaping up to be a very interesting night. Chloe took a deep breath once the contraction subsided. She glared at the surrounding men.

      “Fucking took you long enough to get here.” She focused on the tallest of the group, her pretty green eyes narrowed at him. “Everyone enjoy their god damn drinks?” Chloe was one of the smallest women I had ever seen but these grown ass men cowered in front of her. Brittany tapped my arm.

      “Have you gone on break yet?”

      “I was about to before you brought up this crowd.” My first love, pasta, was going to have to wait. I was a little disappointed. I hated waiting too long to eat. It was stupid, but I was pretty food driven. The only reason I worked out was so I could keep eating whatever I wanted. “You want to stay on and help out the next nurse when I head out on break? I’ll wait until the OB shows up, so we know the game plan.”

      Chloe looked like she was way too small to have the twins naturally. A C-section was almost certainly in her future. As if summoned, a doctor poked her head in and made eye contact with me.

      “I need the room please,” she said in a polite but authoritative tone. I nodded and turned to the group. I placed my hand on Chloe’s husband’s shoulder.

      “Alright, everyone. The doctor only wants hospital staff, Mom and Dad to stay in the room, so I’ll need everyone to head to the designated waiting area please.” I kept my hand on the dad’s shoulder, ignoring his confused glances with the other men. The giant didn’t move, keeping his eyes on Chloe. Ugh, there was always that one family member who thought the rules didn’t apply to him. “Sir? I know we’re concerned for Mom, but I really only can have Dad and hospital staff in here with her.” Was I not speaking clearly enough? I wasn’t going to be intimidated, regardless of how big the man was.

      Brittany was snorting behind me as the other men trudged unhappily out of the room. The man whose shoulder I was holding turned to look at me. “Sorry, beautiful. Big guy’s dad.” He smirked at me. “Lucky for you, I’m happily unattached.” I took my hand off his shoulder and glared at my chuckling friend.

      “I thought it was funny. Plus, I was hoping Hollywood would punch Orson.” Brittany was smirking; always the troublemaker. Newly named Orson glanced, slightly concerned, at Hollywood. For what it was worth, if I had called him Dad one more time, Brittany would have gotten her wish.

      “It’s Hunter.” He glared at Brittany before smirking at me. “Besides, my girl needs me. I was the one who was there when her water broke, and I was the one who brought her to the hospital.” I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone vibrate with rage until today. I took a cautionary step in between the two men just as Hollywood took a step forward.

      “Alright, that’s enough.” I looked at Hunter. “You need to get out of this room and if I see you back in here before I tell you it's okay, I will have security escort you out, Orson.” I put an emphasis on his given name but looked back at Hollywood. I really didn’t need a scuffle in the delivery room. Chloe had grabbed his hand and he seemed to take it down a notch.

      Hunter started to walk out but looked back at Brittany. “You coming?” She grinned at him, and I wanted to groan. I knew Brittany well enough to know that she was going to stir the pot.

      “Sorry. I’m hospital staff. I get to stay.” Brittany looked quite pleased with herself. Hunter looked like he was ready to say something but one glance at Hollywood stopped him. He left the room a little sulkier than before.

      The room felt tense but at least Hollywood was calmer. He had looked ready to knock Hunter’s teeth down his throat. I would have had a hard time explaining that one to the head nurse. The doctor came back in, Chloe’s chart in hand as she smiled at them. “Starting the new year out on a good note, are we?”

      God, I hoped so!
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        * * *

      

      My pasta was calling me. I wanted to hide in the break room, but this evening required caffeine that I didn’t have. Brittany had offered to stay in the room so I could have my lunch, but we would have another nurse checking in also. Her friend looked like she was in for a rough night; the doctor mentioned that she would most likely need a C-section, but Chloe wanted to wait. According to Brittany, Chloe had a very defined birth plan. She wanted to give the very best to her kids and she felt that required a natural birth.

      She also was refusing pain medication. I don’t know who was more stressed: Chloe or Hollywood.

      My money was on Hollywood. If it got to be too much, I knew the doctor would step in. I just hoped the big guy could hold out for a little longer. I wasn’t sure how long the doctor would wait, but the sooner the better.

      After walking into the cafeteria, I saw one of the guys from their group. He was at Brittany’s daughter’s birthday party last month. I had missed out on a formal introduction at the time, and it looked like I’d be missing out on one tonight as well. Waiting in line to get my drink, someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to see Derek practically leering at me. Great.

      “You having lunch with me tonight?” He was encroaching on my personal space. Derek liked to do that. He was fairly new to the hospital, but since he started here, he was insistent that we go out. It didn’t seem to matter how many times I told him no.

      “Sorry, I can’t.” I paid for my drink, looking for a way to end this conversation. My eyes flitted back to Brittany’s friend. “I’m having lunch with my friend over there.” I gestured to the stranger, and Derek narrowed his eyes.

      “New boyfriend?” He sounded annoyed.

      “Not that it’s any of your business but he’s just a friend.” I smiled as the cashier handed me back my change. “If you’ll excuse me.” Derek was watching me as I walked away; I could feel it. Crap. I hope Brittany’s friend is nice. I slid into the seat across from him, maintaining a friendly smile. “Okay, I’m really sorry to do this but I could use your help.” I needed Derek to believe that I already knew this guy.

      If he was startled that a nurse just sat down at his table, he hid it well. “Okay?” He had a slightly bemused smile, but at least I could play it off that he was happy to see me.

      “There’s a male nurse over there that thinks that I’m supposed to have lunch with him.” I watched his eyes flick over to where I assumed Derek was standing before looking back at me. “I told him you and I were friends, and I was having lunch with you instead.” I forced myself to laugh. This was the weirdest way I had ever asked for help before in my life.

      “By all means, make yourself comfortable,” he said with a smirk. Finally, it felt like I could breathe. “You have issues like that a lot?” I eyed his black coffee skeptically. I get that it was late, but it was always a good time for food.

      “Only since he started, but I’m sure he’ll get the point, eventually.” At least, I hoped he would. “Exciting night for your friends, right?” I wasn’t much for small talk; I really just wanted my freaking food, but it would be rude to ignore him.

      He chuckled. “Chloe definitely knows how to make a statement. I’m Taz.” Oh, that’s right, I didn’t get his name. I was just sharing his table to avoid an overly forward coworker.

      “Tatum.” I tried not to glare at his disposable cup. “Look, I get we just met, but you can’t just drink coffee. No muffin or anything?” Seriously, black coffee at almost midnight? Was the guy a sociopath? He laughed.

      “You not a fan of coffee?” He leaned a little closer, and I was treated to a sexy half-smile. I mean, I could be a fan…if that smile was something that came along with it. I rolled my eyes.

      “I’m more of a fan of food.” More people should be. He looked like he was ready to say something else, but his phone lit up with an incoming text message. I didn’t know him, so it was hard to be sure, but something that looked like irritation crossed his face. “Everything alright?” It might be too forward, but it was hard to see someone so obviously distressed and not even ask if he was okay.

      “It will be.” He slipped his phone into his pocket, not giving any further explanation. “They roped you into working New Year’s Eve, huh?” Major topic change, but it wasn’t like I expected him to bare his soul to a stranger.

      “I’m not supposed to be here tonight, but Brittany wanted to spend New Year's with her new husband.” I shrugged. “It wasn’t like I had plans. My evening would have included wine and pasta in sweats on my couch.” Not the worst way to spend an evening, in my opinion. Unfortunately, it made me sound insanely boring.

      Taz seemed surprised. “That was kind of what I had been planning. Chloe was the one who made me go to the party.” It felt safe to assume he was staying home for different reasons than me, but I didn’t want to push. He looked at my bowl. “Is this the pasta in question?” I nodded.

      “Carbs are the love of my life.” It went against the grain, but I had to ask. “Did you want some?”
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        * * *

      

      “Shit,” Taz said, indicating his friend who held his face in his hands. A distressed Hollywood was sitting on the ground outside the room when Taz and I got off the elevator.  It looked like he had taken a beating while I was on lunch. Brittany had talked about him over the past few weeks, that he was going to be the dad that probably required a little more handholding than the mom would.

      Judging by the swearing I heard coming from Chloe’s room, I’d gather that Brittany was right. I clocked in and went to check on the dad-to-be.

      “Sir, are you alright?” I knew what was going on without having to ask. Sometimes, usually in the middle of intense contractions, a mom would scream at the husband to leave the room. Considering Chloe was trying to do all of this without pain meds, Hollywood had been well and truly kicked out.

      He looked up at me with slightly unfocused eyes. “She said that I was pissing her off.” Years of training helped keep my expression neutral. Taz looked far too entertained at his friend’s misery. “I tried encouraging her to breathe and she told me to get the fuck out.”

      “Ouch,” Taz muttered but I don’t think Hollywood heard him. What she said sounded harsh, but it wasn’t uncommon in this section of the hospital. Chances are he told her during a contraction. In my experience, you couldn’t hold that against her.

      “I can guarantee that she doesn’t really feel like that.” I kept my tone sympathetic as his expression changed from desolate to hopeful. “A lot of women snap during contractions. It's very normal.” Taz helped pull Hollywood to his feet, giving him a clap on the shoulder in what I assumed was a show of support.

      “I’m sure she’s waiting for you right now.” Taz nudged his friend toward the door. He looked at me. “I appreciated the lunch and company.”

      “I appreciate that you were willing to be used as a distraction tactic.” I looked up at Hollywood. “Follow me.” I went into Chloe’s room ahead of Hollywood, hoping we weren’t catching her in the middle of another one. Poor guy probably couldn’t handle another chewing out from his wife. She looked like she was on the verge of tears when she saw him following me.

      “It hurts.” They were the only two words she could manage before Hollywood was bulldozing his way to her side. The man moved like a freaking tank. Brittany at least had the sense to move out of the way before she got knocked over. She rolled her eyes as Hollywood comforted her but moved to my side.

      “Did you enjoy your pasta?” She knew my love for food was unparalleled. For someone who claimed he wasn’t hungry, Taz ate almost half my pasta. Thank God I had more at home.

      “I would have enjoyed it more if Derek could understand that my heart belonged to my food and my food alone.” I laughed as Brittany groaned. She couldn’t stand him either. “I owe your friend for an assist. He let me sit with him in the cafeteria until my break was over.”

      “It wasn’t Hunter, was it?” I laughed at the horror on her face. “Cause that guy tries to nail anything that walks!” Our conversation wasn’t as quiet as I thought it was.

      “I promise he’s a nice guy!” Chloe chimed in from her bed, gritting her teeth as another contraction set in. Looking at the machine, I tried not frown. They were coming in at weird times. The doctor was going to start pushing for surgery again soon.

      “It wasn’t Hunter.” I set the paperwork down and checked for any swelling from her I.V., happy to find everything was normal.

      “She was with Taz.” Hollywood sounded like a completely different man. Apparently, he just needed to be needed. I would need to let the next nurse know that.

      “How did that go?” Brittany sounded genuinely curious, but I wasn’t able to go over my impromptu lunch date. A familiar nurse came in with the doctor, going over the notes that were made in the charts. My evening was about to get interesting with her here.

      “What brings you to my department, Gladys?” A small groan behind me made me turn. Hollywood looked like he had eaten something sour, but Chloe looked positively ecstatic. Gladys narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised that this great big pain in the backside is here with you.” She ignored his glare as she made her way to Chloe’s bedside, patting her hand affectionately. “How are you feeling, dear?” Chloe’s eyes watered and I looked questioningly at Brittany.

      “It’s a very long story.”
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        * * *

      

      I felt confident that Chloe was in the best possible hands when my shift ended. Brittany had asked me to give the waiting crowd an update so she could stay and help prep. It wasn’t any trouble; I had to go through the waiting room anyway. Walking into the waiting room, I spotted the group of tatted men and well-dressed women looking slightly agitated in a corner of the room.

      The men stood up when I walked to them. I smiled, hoping that they weren’t going to freak out. “Brittany asked me to update you all. Chloe is currently being prepped for a C-section.” A feminine gasp came from somewhere in the group, but it was hard to pick out which woman it came from. “The babies are too big for her to birth naturally. They wanted me to tell you that it is perfectly safe, and this is the best course for mom and the babies.”

      “Not surprised they’re too big,” Hunter grumbled. “She’s the size of a damn fairy while her fiancé is a fucking giant.” Both were fairly accurate statements. I kept my tone calm, hoping to keep everyone at ease.

      “I promise that she’s in good hands. Another nurse, probably Brittany, will be able to tell you when she’s in recovery and when you can see Chloe.” I said goodnight and started to walk away, very ready to fall into pajamas and bed. Taz caught up with me by the elevators.

      “Is she really going to be okay?” He sounded worried and I was touched. It was amazing to see so many people so concerned about one person. I smiled at him.

      “C-sections are fairly routine. I’m sure she’ll be okay.” The elevator doors opened, and I took a deep breath. “Tell you what,” I pulled a pen from my bag, “you get worried about anything, shoot me a text. I’ll be up for the next hour.” I grabbed his hand and jotted my number down on his palm. A little ‘90s of me, but it was effective. I smirked at his dumbfounded expression and walked onto the elevator, smiling at him when I turned around. He still looked shocked when the doors closed.

      I really hoped he didn’t think I was too forward. It was pretty out of character for me to give out my number. A thousand doubts ran through my head but, even as I screamed at myself for being slightly impulsive, I wondered if he would text.
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        I think I forgot to say Happy New Year. Thanks for dinner.

      

      

      

      

      

      I had waited five minutes to send the text. The plan was just to put her number in my phone but once it was saved, I wanted to make sure she had mine too. Her response was a simple smiling emoji. And that was that. I read between the lines; she wasn’t interested. Funny that I was, considering I'm not looking to date. Tracy had done enough over the past year to make me never want to date again, so my reaction to Tatum sitting down at the table with me was surprising. The smiling emoji response was a reminder that I’m better off being single.

      Two hours later, Brittany informed us that two very healthy babies were here, both equally weighing five pounds and five ounces. “Dad is asking for Taz.” There was a collective groan amongst the men. I stood and followed Brittany down the corridor. We crossed through a set of double doors and headed down another corridor. Finally, turning another corner, I saw Hollywood standing, staring at the wall. When we approached, I realized it wasn’t a wall but a window. On the other side of the window were two precious newborns.

      “Congratulations,” I told him, staring in the same direction he was. They were absolutely adorable. Wrapped up tight in white blankets, looking like human burritos; one wearing a blue knit cap and one in pink. The girl was pink in the face, screaming on the other side of the glass.

      “I’m so fucking stressed right now,” he admitted. I knew he was. Just hours ago, he was drinking from a bottle of whiskey. “What if she has complications from this? This was major fucking surgery. Postpartum depression. I did it to her!”

      “I don’t think she’s going to have time for depression if she’s too busy dealing with you. Snap out of it.” What the fuck was really going on? I’ve heard of many mothers having issues after giving birth, but never the father. I had taken it upon myself to be prepared to help Hollywood if Chloe had some issues after delivering; reading articles and listening to podcasts on postpartum depression but none of them mentioned it being the man going through any of these issues. Most men were just oblivious to Mom’s perils and in love with their babies. Hollywood was so worried about Mom that he was already neglecting his own health. “Look at those babies. They need you to be the strong one right now. They need you to take care of them and their mom.” He stared down at his children. “Imagine all the trouble you three are going to cause for Chloe. Throw Hunter and the other two idiots into the mix, Chloe’s in for hell.” That got a chuckle out of him. “They’re beautiful.”

      “They really are.” He sighed. “I hope I’m as good a father as ours.”

      “Well, you learned from the best, so it shouldn’t be hard,” I admitted. His dad was one of the best. While he only groomed his son to be a businessman, he did a damn good job of it. Keeping him out of trouble by putting him in the office at a young age. My dad thought the best way to keep me out of trouble was by putting me into a fighting gym. It was a good move because I went pro at 19, but sometimes I feel like all I know how to do is fight.

      “I feel like I’m going to fail, somehow.” Just when I thought we were making progress.

      “Well, whatever you fail at, Chloe will be there with you. That’s all that matters. Your perfect little family of four.” His pride was evident as the blue-capped burrito began to fuss. “Did you pick names yet?”

      “Just call them Bonnie and Clyde,” he said with a laugh.

      “Okay, sir, we’re gonna ask you to leave now,” a tall, dark man said to me. “Dad, Mom is headed to the room now. Everything went well.” Hollywood nodded and after one last glance at his beautiful twins, he followed the man down the hall.

      “Okay, Taz,” Brittany appeared out of nowhere, locking her arm with mine. “I don’t think I can stretch the rules any longer. I’m not technically supposed to be here and all. So, let’s head out.” She turned and forced me to walk back the way we came. “So, a midnight snack with Tatum, huh?”

      “She was a damsel in distress,” I told her with a shrug. It wasn’t anything more than me saving her from having to spend time with someone she didn’t want to spend time with. I wondered if he was a handsy person or if he didn’t respect boundaries. Does he only do that to Tatum or do the other nurses feel uncomfortable around him? Should I meet him in the parking lot one night when he’s getting off work? “I would like to know where she ordered that pasta from, though.”

      “I’ll let her know you’re interested in having more.” She winked as she unlinked our arms and headed over to her husband. “Good night,” she called over her shoulder. “Happy New Year!” I waved and made my way to the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to find twenty texts messages on my phone. It was a group message. Chloe had sent two photos to all of us.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lil Sis

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Meet Dimitri and Pepper.

      

      

      

      

      

      The two babies were encased in their own little plastic bubbles of blankets, wires and tubes. I stared at them for a few moments. Hollywood and I have been best friends for years, neither of us ever talking about having kids one day. Now, here he was, a father to twins. Causing us all to take a long hard look at ourselves. I added to the long list of congratulations and put my phone away.

      By the time I picked it up again, hours later, I had missed another fifteen messages. Ten of which I didn’t want. I ignored the messages from Tracy and checked out the messages from Hollywood.
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        They’ve sent me home.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        They said I was too intimidating for one of the nurses.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        All I did was watch her as she touched my baby! I’m supposed to protect them, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      His messages came over twenty minutes ago. I called him.

      “Where are you?” I asked as soon as he picked up.

      “In your parking lot,” he replied.

      “On my way down.” I disconnected the call, threw my shoes on and headed out the door. “What are you gonna do?” I asked. He was leaning against his car, arms crossed over his massive chest. If I didn’t know the guy, I'd never have approached him with that look on his face. He looked like he could murder someone with his bare hands yet I’m the trained fighter!

      “All I did was stand behind her and watch.”

      “Was she six feet tall?” I asked. He scrunched up his face in confusion. “If she’s average height, or worse- shorter, that’s a little intimidating.” Sometimes he forgets he’s the size of a building. “You scared the shit out of some little girl who was trying to take care of your baby.”

      “Well, that nurse
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