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Louise

Six Months Earlier

“GOT ANY PLANS FOR TONIGHT, Lou?” My coworker Emilly asks as I’m closing out the register.

“Going home?” I shoot back, and she makes a face.

“Oh, come on. It’s Friday and we’re both single. I think we should go out... find a cool spot for drinks, maybe dance a little.”

I narrow my eyes at her. She clasps her hands together in a pleading gesture.

“Come on, Lou... When was the last time you went out to have fun?”

“It hasn’t been that long...” I lie, because I know it’s been months.

I usually hang out with my best friend, Tilly, and we always have plans, but I almost never go out at night because of my dad. It’s hard to find a day when he’s doing okay at home and I feel comfortable leaving without a set return time.

But Emilly doesn’t buy it for a second, frowning at me.

“Then tell me when the last time was!”

“Well...” I start to stammer, and she laughs.

“Let’s go? It’s good to blow off some steam after such a long day.”

And on that point, she’s not wrong.

“Let me just call home first,” I relent, and she claps her hands excitedly.

I shake my head, laughing, and finish closing out the register, double-checking everything. With everything squared away, I grab my phone and head to the back of the store to call my dad.

He answers on the second ring, which is a great sign.

“Dad?”

“Hi, sweetheart,” his calm voice soothes my heart.

I know all the signs, I know him too well, and I’m always on alert for the slightest change in his behavior.

“Are you home?” I ask, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

“I am, yeah... Watching a baseball game with Moon,” he says, relaxed, and our dog barks in the background, making me smile. “See? She pays attention to everything and she’s rooting for the Cubs, too.”

The calm, steady voice, without a hint of hesitation, brings a wave of relief to my soul. He seems to be doing well.

“Oh, good... Emilly invited me to go to some bar tonight.”

“And you’re not going? You should, you know it’ll do you good.”

I can’t describe how much the tranquility in his voice comforts me and even encourages me to accept her invitation.

“I don’t have a set time to be back...”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll be fine, okay? I promise,” he says firmly. “I’m just staying in tonight with Moon. Go have fun, stay out as long as you need.”

I smile to myself and run a hand through my hair again.

“Okay... Call me if anything comes up, alright?”

“Don’t worry, but I won’t need to. Have fun. I love you, LouLou.”

I smile wider and give a little wave, as if he could see me.

“I love you more, Dad. See you later.”

I say goodbye and end the call, heading back to the front of the store where I find Emilly already waiting with our coats in her hands.

“Everything okay at home?”

“Thank God. A night of fun, here we come!” I joke, and she laughs, linking her arm with mine before we lock up the shop and hit the streets of Chicago.

Since we work in a nice part of the city, we can just walk to the trendier bars. It doesn’t take long before we find one with great music.

We check our coats at the entrance and head to an empty table in the corner. As I sit down, Emilly gets up and goes to the bar to get our drinks, returning with two margaritas in hand.

She hands me my non-alcoholic version and I thank her with a smile.

“Have you been here before?” she asks, and I shake my head, clinking my glass against hers before taking a sip. “Me neither, seems nice, huh?”

She looks around the place and I follow her gaze.

With wooden tables scattered along the sides of the room, the dance floor in the center is starting to fill up with people having fun. The bar counter has high stools where a few people sit to drink right there.

The music from the jukebox gets louder, upbeat songs getting the crowd moving, and we chat, laughing and watching the spectacle in front of us.

After about two margaritas, I order a tonic water and watch Emilly get looser with each drink she finishes.

“Louise, did you see those hotties over there?” She points to a table on the other side of the room where a few guys are sitting drinking beer.

I crane my neck and see that they really are very good-looking.

Most of them are wearing baseball caps, some are looking down, and I notice they chose the most secluded table, where they have more privacy. But you can still see how handsome they are.

“I bet they’re athletes, or something,” she says, analyzing them. “They look like they’d be intense.”

She fans herself and I let out a laugh.

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

I follow her gaze and have to agree, they are tall, strong, and definitely draw attention.

“Can’t disagree...”

When one of them leaves the table and heads to the bar, Emilly stands up.

“I’m gonna go get another drink and talk to that gorgeous blonde.”

“But your glass is still full.” I point at it, laughing.

“Shhhh... Details.”

Tossing her dark hair back, Emilly heads out on the attack, and I sit here with a front-row seat to their interaction. My friend really doesn’t miss a chance and lays on the charm for the handsome guy, who seems to return her interest.

The two of them get deep in conversation, with whispers in each other’s ears and everything, and I sit here, happy to see her having fun.

“It should be a crime for a woman this beautiful to be sitting alone over here,” a deep voice says beside me, and I turn to see where it’s coming from.

It’s one of the guys from the other table, maybe a friend of the guy Emilly is talking to now.

Or rather, making out with at this moment.

“My friend seems to have hit it off with one of yours.” I point toward the bar, and the brunette follows my gaze.

Sitting here, I see just how big he is compared to me.

Tall, with broad shoulders and an imposing posture, this man is almost intimidating in his presence.

The tight black t-shirt really shows off his muscles, and I can’t help but check him out.

Because he is gorgeous.

From afar he already looked like a monument, but up close...

Wow.

The sideways smile, the thick, well-groomed beard... His eyes are hidden by the black cap on his head, but I can still see how beautiful they are.

“Greg really doesn’t waste any time.” He smiles in a very charming way. “Since my friend stole your friend, can I keep you company?”

The tall brunette puts his hands in his pockets and looks at me in a way that makes my knees weak.

With just a look.

“Sure...”

I point to the chair across from me and he settles in. As soon as he does, I’m enveloped by his delicious scent.

Strong, masculine, and potent.

That smell of a gorgeous man.

“Travis, by the way,” he introduces himself, extending a hand to me. I take it, feeling the warmth of his skin against mine.

“Louise,” I reply, taking a sip of my tonic water, trying to hide how much his presence is affecting me.

“Can I buy you a drink?” he offers, and I shake my head, smiling.

“Thanks, but I don’t drink alcohol.”

That statement seems to surprise him.

“Never?”

I shake my head firmly and he gives another sideways smile.

“Another tonic water, then?” he suggests, and I decide to accept his kindness.

“I won’t say no to that.”

“Be right back.”

Minutes later he returns with my can in one hand and a longneck bottle in the other.

“Your friend asked me to tell you she’s going to take a little walk and she’ll catch up with you later,” he says, giving me a wink that makes me understand everything.

That little minx...

“I assured her you wouldn’t be alone, so she felt better about going.”

“What a gentleman,” I tease, accepting the drink and thanking him.

“I try.” He shrugs. “Tell me, Louise, what do you do? What can I find out about you?”

I take another sip of the water and cross my arms on the table, leaning in so he can hear me better over the music, which has gotten a bit louder.

“I’m a physical therapist,” I explain, and his expression turns admiring. “But I’m not practicing at the moment. I work at a florist’s a few blocks from here.”

“Not so easy to get a job in the field, huh?”

I shake my head slowly.

“Not when you don’t have much experience and don’t know anyone influential...”

I lower my gaze, playing with the can in my hands.

I’ve dreamed of the day I’d work directly in physical therapy since I started college, but aside from the internship program at the hospital, I haven’t landed a permanent job yet. So, I took the job at the flower shop so I wouldn’t be idle while I keep doing interviews and trying for positions, but no luck so far.

“And you? What do you do?”

A mysterious air crosses his face and he looks at me thoughtfully for a moment before breaking into one of those sideways smiles I’ve noticed are his biggest charm.

“I teach sports to kids,” he reveals, and I can’t hide my surprise.

To kids?

Wow...

Emilly did say they looked like athletes.

“Sports? Wow...”

“Hockey, specifically,” he says, looking at me with an absurd intensity in his brown eyes.

“That’s amazing.” I sigh, and he slowly moistens his lips, running a hand through his hair.

“You like hockey?” he asks curiously.

“I don’t follow it much. I remember when I was still in school I’d watch some of the university team’s games, but I didn’t pay much attention to the rules, and after I graduated, I kind of lost touch with the sport.”

“I’m passionate about hockey,” he declares, and I can see his eyes shining.

“It’s great that you get to work with something you love,” I say sincerely.

Travis smiles before nodding.

“And do you come here often? I don’t remember seeing you here before.”

“No, it’s my first time...”

And then we fall into an easy conversation about a little bit of everything, from music to movies, sports, and work. It’s incredibly easy to talk to Travis; he makes me feel very comfortable in his company, even though he never drops his seductive manner.

The way he slowly licks his lips while talking, smiles that half-smirk, and adjusts the brim of his cap is absurdly sexy.

The conversation winds through various topics until it lands on a key point: dates.

“Tell me what you hate on a date?”

“Besides bad conversation and no chemistry?” I venture, and he laughs.

“That hatred should be universal, shouldn’t it?”

“True... Let me think.” I fiddle with the can in my hands until I remember. “Oh, there’s something you guys do that I absolutely hate,” I say with emphasis.

“Hey!” Travis raises his hands in a defensive gesture. “You don’t even know if I do that.”

I narrow my eyes at him.

“I doubt it...”

“Tell me what it is and I’ll convince you I do the exact opposite.”

“Alright.”

I toss my hair back and adjust my posture in the chair.

“When you take us to bed and then just wait for us to fall asleep so you can sneak out. Believe me, waking up alone the next day is the worst feeling in the world. Every time it happens, I feel like trash. It’s not that I’m looking for a relationship, but at least waiting for me to wake up should be the bare minimum, you know? It feels like you really just used me for sex and didn’t even have the guts to say goodbye.”

Travis frowns at me, his expression turning serious all of a sudden.

“I don’t do that.”

I narrow my eyes at him.

“Oh, I doubt it. You’ve never done it?”

Travis shakes his head firmly.

“Not unless it’s something agreed on beforehand. Like, we’re just going to hook up and then each go our separate ways. But if the plan is to stay over, I’ll even make breakfast the next day.”

He winks at me in that way that makes me shiver.

It’s inevitable that the image of this man in his boxers cooking comes to mind...

“And you? What do you hate most on a date?” I return the question, and his eyes gleam.

“Since we’re talking about sex...” Travis pauses, moistening his lips again. “I don’t like women who are reserved, who just lie there motionless waiting for me to do everything. I like the ones who dare, who give themselves over, and who don’t have an ounce of modesty with me. The ones who moan loud, who like a little spanking, and who tell me to do whatever they want.”

Sweet Jesus.

I feel myself blush to the roots of my hair.

An inevitable itch starts between my legs and a wave of heat washes over me.

Because now I can’t stop thinking about that scene and how good it would be to be with him.

From the way he’s looking at me, sparks flying from his eyes, I know he’s thinking exactly the same thing.

Damn...

Could it be...

“So? Are you one of the ones who does what I hate?” he asks so firmly it makes me tremble.

I’m not someone who sleeps around a lot, because I’ve never had a serious relationship, just a few casual flings. But even with my limited experience, I don’t fit into Travis’s disliked category.

“Definitely not,” I reply, and his eyes spark even more.

He smiles, taking another swig of beer straight from the bottle.

“I think we should prove our points, don’t you?”

A boldness takes hold of me and I just smile at him, slowly biting my lip.

“Absolutely.”

When I take his hand and let him guide me out of the bar, I know I’m about to have one of the best nights of my life.

[image: ]

I WAKE UP, SLOWLY SQUEEZING my eyes shut and seeing the light streaming through the gap in the curtains.

What time is it?

I fumble for my phone and see it’s past eight in the morning, much later than I usually wake up.

Yawning, I sit up in bed and am hit by the image of emptiness.

Oh, no...

“Travis?” I call out, but I hear nothing but the deafening silence of this hotel room.

Last night, after we left the bar, Travis brought me to a luxurious hotel in Chicago and said it belonged to an acquaintance of his. We got a beautiful suite and I truly had one of the best nights of my life, if not the best.

The man definitely delivered.

He enjoyed every inch of my body, worshipped me, and made me come so many times I lost count.

He was incredible, careful, daring, intense, and tender.

I gave myself to him and saw how crazy it drove him, pulling moan after moan from me.

And after a few rounds of intense sex, we fell asleep here in each other’s arms.

Now, waking up to this emptiness around me gives me a sick feeling.

I push the sheets aside and grab a robe to put on, heading to the bathroom, which I also find empty. I walk into the TV area of the suite and, seeing it all empty, feel a knot form in my throat.

I can’t believe he did this...

I’m such an idiot.

I swallow the urge to cry, because this asshole doesn’t deserve it, and I see a piece of paper held down by a pen on top of the minibar table.

I walk over to read it.

> Sorry, something came up and I couldn’t stay.

> Call me when you can.

> My number is: (312) 555-1234.

> Travis

I let out a sigh, rolling my eyes.

It’s always like this.

Always the same excuses.

Always an empty promise that never gets kept.

In the end, the feeling is the same.

They just want sex.

Fuck how we feel afterward.

And of course, they’re all the same.

I believed you, Travis, but the fool was me.

Why trust someone like that?

I pick up his note and crumple it in my hand, hurling it at the wall opposite the sitting area.

And trying to gather what’s left of my dignity, I collect my things and leave the hotel room.

Completely alone.

​
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Travis

“YOUR RIGHT SHOULDER is going to need some extra attention, Becker.” Dr. Johnson, the team physician, looks up from his computer screen where he’s been studying my MRI. “It’s not a serious injury yet, but we need to act before it becomes one.”

I nod.

If there’s one thing I don’t want, it’s to get injured.

Fuck.

No way.

Especially since we’ve just started the season.

There’s a long road ahead, and I refuse to be sidelined.

“Will just physical therapy do it?” I ask.

“There’s a new physio starting this week, and I’m going to request he focus entirely on you. On top of that, your training and conditioning will be redirected according to my instructions. Follow them to the letter, Becker. We can’t afford any slip-ups.”

“Don’t worry, Dr. Johnson. You know I’ll give it my all.”

The doctor nods before handing me a summary of how my training will look from now on.

The truth is, I’d been feeling a twinge in my shoulder for a few weeks and didn’t pay it much mind until it became persistent.

I know I’m not a young player anymore, and the years in hockey are starting to take their toll, which is why I do everything in my power to avoid a major injury. I brought the complaint to the coaching staff, and we started investigating until we found the beginnings of wear and tear in my right shoulder—a reflection of so many years in the sport.

I’m still a long way from retiring. I’ve got a long road ahead with the Lynx, and I intend to see it through with mastery.

That’s why I’ll follow everything to the letter, give this treatment my absolute best, because I want to retire with honors when the time comes.

I leave the medical room and head through the training facility building, running into my best friend on the way to the unit’s parking lot.

“So, how’d it go in there?” he asks as we walk side-by-side toward the exit.

“It’s not a serious injury, but we’re going to work to keep it that way. Seems like it’s just some wear and tear on the right shoulder.”

“Age comes for us all, huh?” Pres teases, and I roll my eyes.

“Fuck you, Pres,” I mutter, and he laughs.

“Relax, Captain. You’re the most disciplined guy I know. In a few weeks, that shoulder will be good as new.”

I give a firm nod.

“I’ll give it my best, Pres. There’s not a chance in hell I’m sitting out in the middle of a season because of an injury.”

“And you won’t.” He stops next to my car, and I open the door to toss my bag onto the passenger seat. “Heading straight home?” he asks, and I confirm.

“Just swinging by my mom’s to pick up Hope. All I need right now is a little downtime with my girl.”

“Right... Give her a kiss for me.”

“Will do.”

“See you tomorrow, Trav.”

I slap his hand in a quick goodbye and slide into my Maserati, hitting the streets of Chicago.

About twenty minutes later, I’m killing the engine in front of my parents’ house in a gated community.

The place is beautiful, a tall structure with walls painted in light tones, wooden doors, and a fence surrounded by flowers. Coming here always gives me a wave of childhood nostalgia and makes me even happier knowing my little girl is building her own memories in this house, too.

I hop out of the vehicle already hearing the sound of the most delightful laugh in the world. Just that is enough to bring a genuine smile to my face and make me forget the whole grueling day.

The intense practice, the nagging pain, the clinical exams...

All of it.

Hearing the sound of her laugh makes you forget everything wrong with the world.

I walk around to the backyard until I see the little girl who colored my life three years ago.

“Daddyyyy!”

The beautiful smile she gives me when she sees me melts my chest.

I crouch down as she runs toward me and open my arms to catch her.

“Hey, princess.”

I squeeze her little body against mine and breathe in her sweet, fruity scent.

I kiss her soft hair and let her go, watching her push her bangs off her forehead.

“Come see the paintings I did with Grandma.” Hope pulls me by the hand and leads me to the wooden table where she’d been busy with my mom.

I get closer and see Violet Becker with paint-smeared hands and a tender smile on her face.

Hope does that.

Ever since my daughter came into our lives, she brought color back to this family.

I feel like we all needed her, not just me.

Hope was born to be ours.

“Hey, queen,” I greet her with a kiss on the cheek, and she smiles at me.

“How was practice, Trav? Everything okay?”

I nod, picking Hope up and settling her on my lap as I sit down next to my mom.

My girl goes back to her painting while I talk.

“I had my medical evaluation today. I’m going to have a more targeted conditioning program.” I point to the shoulder in question. “My shoulder isn’t so new anymore.”

I make a face, and she laughs.

“But I bet you’ll bounce back quick. At least they caught it early. You’ll see, it’ll work out.”

“I’m counting on it. Sounds like a new physio is starting this week, and he’ll be in charge of my support.”

“That’s wonderful!”

I nod, stroking Hope’s hair.

“And how was it over here? Make a big mess?”

At that moment, my little girl looks up at me and fixes me with that gorgeous pair of almond-shaped eyes.

“We painted lots of pictures, Daddy.” She shows me all the artwork the two of them have spread across the huge wooden table. “This one I made for you.”

Hope stretches her arm and grabs a drawing that melts my heart.

“Wow, that’s beautiful, princess!”

The imperfect lines are perfect in my eyes.

“This here.” She points to a brown streak next to a big pink heart. “It’s a hockey stick.”

I never would have guessed, but seeing her proud smile as she draws something so central to my life warms my chest.

“Of course it’s a stick, it’s perfect!” I praise her.

“It’s because you love hockey,” she explains.

“But I love you way more.” I ruffle her hair, and she lets out a little giggle.

“I know, Daddy... The heart is me. Pink because it’s my favorite color.”

How could you not just die for her?

“Now it’s perfect. I’m going to frame it for my bedroom,” I announce, and her eyes light up.

“Really?”

“How could I leave a masterpiece like this out?”

Then I grab her around the waist, covering her neck in kisses and tickles, pulling a cascade of laughter from her.

“Should we head home now? Daddy’s tired,” I suggest when we’re done.

We clean up all the painting mess, I say goodbye to my mom, and we head to my car, where I buckle Hope into her car seat in the back.

On the drive, she sings along to several of her favorite songs, and I join in on a few, feeling that good, warm sensation wash over me.

When we get home, I help her out of her seat and carry her inside. While I haul her little backpack on my shoulder, Hope holds my painting with the utmost care.

“Did you already have your bath, princess?”

“I did earlier, but I got paint on me again, Daddy.”

I nod.

“Then we’re going straight to the shower.”

Still holding Hope, I take the stairs to the second floor and lead her to her room, where I set her down and grab a set of clean clothes.

I help her bathe, singing her favorite songs, and she giggles with each one. Hope is such a happy little girl; she lightens even the hardest day.

When we’re done, I help her get dressed and we head downstairs, where I look for something to eat.

I heat up a dinner I have ready in the fridge, and we eat together, talking and planning out the next few days.

Since it’s just the two of us here, I rely on my parents to look after Hope while I work. My dad still works at his law firm, a Becker family tradition, but with reduced hours. My mom retired a few years back, and ever since Hope came into our lives, she spends most of her time with her. On my days off, I prioritize time with my little girl, because I love being with her.

Everything feels lighter in her company.

Hope was, without a doubt, the best choice of my life.

When it’s time for bed, I tuck her under the covers and kiss her forehead tenderly.

“What story are you going to tell me tonight, Daddy?” she asks, gifting me that beautiful smile.

“Hmmm... I think I’m going to need some help. Which one do you want to hear?”

Hope thinks for a moment.

“Princess Tiana!” she says, excited.

“That one Daddy doesn’t know by heart... I’ll get the book.”

I search for it on her shelf and take in the pink world around me. Hope’s room is that of a true princess.

Painted entirely in her favorite color, with light-toned furniture and countless stuffed animals and dolls adorning every surface. There’s no TV in her room, but there’s a bookshelf, endless toys, and a little play vanity for makeup, which is something my girl loves very much.

Everything just the way she likes it.

Everything for my princess.

Book in hand, I return to her bed, lying down beside her and opening my arms so she can snuggle against my chest.

“Can I start?” I ask, and she nods slowly.

I can’t resist; I kiss her hair, breathing in that scent of hers that’s my favorite in the whole world.

“Daddy loves you, you know that, right?”

Hope looks up at me, smiling that gorgeous smile.

“I know... I love you too, Daddy.”

I kiss her forehead, drawing her back to my chest.

“Then let’s begin. Once upon a time...”

As I start to read the fairy tale, I’m transported once again into that world that has become one of my favorites...

The world of being a girl’s dad.
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Louise

“YOU READY, SWEETHEART?”

My dad appears in my bedroom doorway and I shake my head, checking my reflection for the twentieth time in the mirror.

I don’t look half bad in a hockey team uniform, actually.

In fact, I look pretty damn good.

Today I start my first official job in my field and I barely slept last night, I was so anxious. After all the medical exams, interviews, and the selection process, here I am. I got the exclusive medical team uniform with the Chicago Lynx logo and my credentials. I chose comfortable sneakers and pulled my hair into a perfectly neat ponytail. I think I’m appropriate for the occasion.

“So, how do I look?”

I do a little twirl for Mr. Taylor, who gives me a beautiful smile.

“You look wonderful, Lou.” He pauses and hands me a mug of coffee. “And your smile is even more beautiful.”

I can’t help but smile wider as I accept the mug and take a sip of coffee.

“It’s all going to be okay, right?” I ask, looking into his brown eyes.

“Of course it is. You’re great.”

“You know I’m going into a completely male environment, right?”

That’s been one of my worries since I heard about the job opening. It’s not easy for a woman to break into the sports world, and I really hope I’ll at least be respected there. The team staff welcomed me well initially, but I haven’t met any of the players yet.

I thought about checking out the whole team roster before starting, but I gave up. I’m sure if I started looking at that, I’d get even more nervous than I already am. And since I won’t be taking care of all the players at once, I figured I’d take it one step at a time. I’ll get to know them as they need my care, and I’ll hope they’re at least civil to me.

I don’t need a red carpet rolled out when I arrive, just a little respect.

It’s the bare minimum I expect.

“I know, princess. But you’re incredible, Louise. You’re the sweetest girl in this world and the most dedicated physical therapist. Trust me, it’s impossible not to like you.”

His sweet eyes make my heart melt.

I go to him and give him a tight hug.

“Thanks, Dad.”

He strokes my hair and kisses my cheek.

“You’re going to be okay here by yourself?” I ask, squinting at him.

“I’ll be fine, don’t worry. I’m not even leaving the house today.”

I study his expression and feel reassured by what he says.

“Great. I’ll see you later then?”

“You sure you don’t want to eat anything?” he asks, pointing to the empty coffee mug.

“First-day jitters won’t let anything stay in my stomach. But my routine will be back to normal tomorrow, I promise. I just need to get through the first day.”

“It’s already all worked out, LouLou. Good luck on your first day.”

“Love you, Dad.”

I lean in and give him a kiss on the cheek.

“Love you too, honey.”

I grab my bag and coat and leave the room, finding Moon, our black mutt, in the hallway.

“Bye, girl. Take good care of Grandpa.”

I stroke her soft fur and get a series of licks in return.

“See you later, Moon.”

I say goodbye to her, and my dad walks me to the front door. I see him watching me from the gate until I turn the corner, where I wave to him.

Seeing him wake up so well today was crucial for me.

He knows how important this day is, and I truly recognize all his effort to be okay for me.

I love this man so much...

So much it almost hurts.

He’s all I have in this world.

With my hands in my coat pockets, I walk through the neighborhood toward the subway station, and when I reach the platform, I feel my phone vibrate in my bag.

I pull out the device and see Tilly’s name flashing on the screen.

“How’s the heart of the best physical therapist in Lynx history?” she asks in a cheerful tone, and I let out a quiet laugh.

“Friend, it’s not that big a deal...”

“But of course it is! You’re badass, you know that! But tell me, how’s the heart?”

“I barely slept last night, but I survived. I’m here at the station, waiting for the train.”

“Oh, the nerves! I’m so happy for you, Lou! The second I got a break here on my shift, I ran to call you.”

My best friend’s animated voice pulls a sincere smile from me.

We met during our academic life; while I was studying physical therapy, Tilly was in med school. We clicked right away and have been inseparable ever since. Now she’s doing her residency in pediatrics at the most famous hospital in Chicago, and she’s my biggest pride.

“Thanks, Tills. I really hope it all works out in the middle of all those men.”

“It already has, friend! I already talked to Gerry, and he’s keeping an eye out in case any wise guy messes with you.”

“It sucks to need that kind of help, but we don’t know what to expect from such a male-dominated environment, right?”

“Just a precaution, Lou. I’m rooting for you not to need any of that!”

God, me too...

When the physical therapist position opened up at Chicago’s biggest hockey team, my old college professor called to tell me he’d recommended me for the job. According to him, he was friends with the team owner and had recommended the most dedicated student in the class. I was so touched by his gesture, especially since it came from him without me even asking. And as soon as I started the selection process, I ended up bumping into Gerry, Tilly’s boyfriend, who is the son of that same owner. I already knew him and would never have had the nerve to ask him for that kind of help, but my professor did it for me, and Gerry just gave the green light for my hiring.

And here I am.

Boarding the subway toward the realization of a dream.

God be with me.

“Friend, I need to hang up now, okay? When you get off work, call me and tell me everything!”

“You got it! It’s a date, Tills.”

I get on the subway and weave through the people until I find an available seat.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath, organizing my thoughts.

It’s going to be okay.

I have a feeling this job will be a turning point in my life.
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“DR. JOHNSON, THIS IS Louise Taylor, the new physical therapist,” Carl, the head of the physical therapy team, introduces me as soon as we enter the team orthopedist’s office.

“Pleasure to meet you, Miss Taylor.”

The doctor stands up to greet me with a friendly smile on his face.

My smile of relief is so big I can’t even hide it. So far, I’ve been well received by everyone.

“The pleasure is mine, Dr. Johnson. But please, just call me Louise.”

I shake his hand firmly.

“I’ll leave her with you to go over Becker’s situation, okay?” Carl instructs him. “I’ve already put together his physical therapy plan, as I sent you.”

“Great.”

The middle-aged man then turns to me.

“Welcome, Louise. You’re in excellent hands.”

“Thank you, Carl.”

“You’ll be in charge of Becker because he needs more focused attention, and I oversee the treatment of all the team’s athletes. But I’ll follow the results with you and give you all the support, okay?”

“Okay, agreed.”

He nods goodbye, leaving me alone with the orthopedist.

“Alright... So what’s Becker’s situation?” I ask, and Johnson nods.

“Have a seat. I’ll pull up his file.”

I sit at the desk across from him, and he opens the medical system, turning the monitor screen toward me.

“He’s our main center, the team captain,” he says, and I already feel a leap inside me.

I’ve barely started and they’re putting me in charge of the captain?

Damn...

That’s some responsibility.

“Becker is thirty-seven, has been with the team for eighteen years, and is one of our best players. He’s been our star for years, the key piece of the team.”

With every word from this man, I feel a blow to my chest.

Holy shit.

The responsibility just keeps climbing.

“Due to his advanced age, he requires more specialized care than the other players. And recently he started complaining of pain in his right shoulder.”

He promptly opens images of all the exams Becker has had and shows me the reports, which I analyze with great attention. I take the liberty of grabbing a notepad to jot down all the important points, but Johnson surprises me by handing me a tablet where I have access to the entire medical record.

I continue noting what I find relevant and ask specific questions, already thinking about the program I’ll execute with the player. I spent the last few days studying hockey in depth and all the strain the sport puts on muscles and bone structure so I’d have a better foundation to start. And since Becker’s injury is still mild, we can work actively and preventively to keep the worst from happening.

Over the next few hours, I’m introduced to the rest of the team that works with the player, like the strength coach, nutritionist, and all the professionals who work directly with him. I’m briefed on his entire routine, from games and practices to all the preparation he does throughout the week.

By the end, I feel extremely excited to meet him and do my own evaluation so we can start working.

It’s still mid-afternoon when Johnson announces that Becker’s practice is over and the player will come to his office so we can be introduced.

I’m sitting, engrossed in my notes and details, when I hear a knock at the door.

“You wanted to see me, Dr. Johnson?”

The deep voice sounds familiar. I lift my eyes to face him and freeze the next second.

Oh, for fuck’s sake...

This is impossible.

Im-pos-si-ble.

I watch the nearly two-meter-tall man enter the room and frown at me in a clear sign of recognition.

Oh, motherfucker.

Of all the men in the world.

Over two million people in Chicago, and I have to run into him.

Of course it’s him.

Nice one, Universe. Real nice.

“Louise, this is Travis Becker, the team captain.”

Wait...

Then it hits me.

Captain?

I have the urge to laugh right now, without a single drop of humor.

Wasn’t he a kids’ hockey coach?

What a lying son of a bitch!

I can’t believe I fell for that line.

Feeling my heart racing in my chest, I maintain my professional posture and stand up to extend my hand to him.

“Pleasure to meet you.”

He’s still confused, looking from Johnson to me.

“Becker, this is Louise Taylor, the physical therapist who will be working with you now.”

He then gives me a sideways smile, the kind that takes me back to that night when I fell for that sly little grin and his smooth talk.

Ugh...

I feel like such an idiot now.

“Pleasure to meet you, Louise.”

The mischievous look makes my blood boil; I want to raise my knee and nail him right in the balls.

Ah, Universe, you son of a bitch.

So many men to put in front of me, and it had to be this one?

This Travis?

I shake my head slowly, releasing his hand and taking a step back.

I take a deep breath and try to control the air in my lungs.

Apparently, the first day of my paradise...

Is also the first day of my hell.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3
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Travis

STRIDING WITH PURPOSE down the hall toward the physical therapy room is Louise Taylor, the person who will be my companion for the next few months.

Well, fuck me. Who would’ve thought?

I’ll admit, I was pretty damn surprised when I saw her.

Surprised in a very good way.

We’d had an incredible night a few months back, but I’d had to duck out for a Hope-related emergency and left my phone so she could call me.

But of course she never called.

I’d expected as much, which was a real shame, because the chemistry between us that night had been off-the-charts fucking electric.

I’d wanted another chance to see her, and it looks like the universe was listening.

But clearly, she’s not as thrilled about the news as I am.

Because from the way she’s marching down this corridor, you’d think she was on her way to her own execution, headed straight for the gas chamber.

When we enter the room, I’m relieved to find it empty, thinking I’ll finally get a chance to talk to her alone.

“Okay...”

She sets a tablet and a clipboard on the table, gesturing to the chair beside it.

With all the calm in the world, I sit and wait for her next instruction, curious to see what comes next.

Is she going to keep acting like she doesn’t know me?

The deep breath she takes tells me that’s exactly what she’s going to do.

“I’m going to move your arm through some motions, and I want you to tell me if it hurts and how intense the pain is, okay?” she says, without meeting my eyes.

“Sure.”

Louise asks for my arm and I extend it, watching her perform a series of precise movements.

From here, this close, I can smell her scent—that same delicious scent from that night.

A scent that reminds me of so much...

I decide to shove those thoughts aside and focus on what’s in front of me. As Louise manipulates my arm, opening and closing the joint, applying pressure here and there, I report any discomfort. I watch her note everything on her clipboard, cross-referencing it with my charts in her hand.

“Alright... I’ve already reviewed the protocol Carl set up, and we’ll begin tomorrow, okay? I’ll also be observing your training sessions to see how they’re being conducted.”

“Of course, whatever you need.”

For the next few minutes, Louise runs through another series of questions, and throughout her entire evaluation, I notice she avoids looking directly at me.

It’s obvious my presence makes her uncomfortable, and I’m just waiting for her to finish so we can talk and try to clear the air.

In the meantime, I take the chance to study her more closely, and it only confirms how beautiful she is.

Louise is wearing the team’s staff polo, perfectly pressed and tucked into dark sweatpants. Her straight brown hair is pulled into a high ponytail, with just a few loose strands framing her face—it looks so good on her. I notice she’s wearing light makeup, just enough to accentuate her dark eyes and that chin dimple I find extremely charming.

Louise is beautiful...

And not just that.

She’s sweet, determined, and fiery in equal measure.

Fuck, if I start thinking about that night now, I’ll probably get a hard-on right in the middle of her evaluation.

I force my thoughts elsewhere and stand up from the chair, which gets her attention.

“I think that’s all for today,” she announces, and I give a slow nod.

I watch her start packing her things and seize the opening to move closer.

“Louise...” I say, and from here I can see a slight shiver run through her at my low voice.

Could that be a point in my favor?

“Now that work’s over, can we talk?”

She looks at me suspiciously, crossing her arms without a word.

“Or are you going to keep pretending we don’t know each other?”

“I’m leaning toward that option,” she says, her voice rough.

“Is all this because I left that day?”

My question seems to hit a nerve, because her fair skin flushes a deep scarlet.

“I’m not even going to answer that, Becker.”

Louise turns her back to me and I touch her arm, pulling my hand back instantly when she levels a death glare at me.

“I know you probably think I’m a total asshole, but I’m not,” I explain. “I really did have to leave that day...”

“I don’t want to hear your lies,” she cuts me off.

“But I’m not lying!”

I raise my hands in surrender.

“Oh, really, Becker? Really? Because the Travis I met that day was a kids’ teacher, not the fucking captain of Chicago’s biggest hockey team!” Her words are so sharp they make me flinch.

Ah, fuck...

I’d forgotten about that.

That I’d hidden that part of my career to have a slice of normalcy in my life.

“I didn’t lie,” I begin, and she narrows her eyes at me. “I really do teach kids in a community program,” I defend myself.

“Oh, right, omitting the most important part of your career is nothing, is it?”

“It’s just that you didn’t recognize me and...”

Louise cuts me off with a bitter laugh.

“Wow, you don’t say? So now it’s my fault?” she scoffs, and I rub my hands over my beard, nervous.

“Yeah, I guess nothing I say is going to make a difference.”

Louise stops then, crossing her arms again and staring me down.

“I’ll give you one chance, Becker, to make me believe you,” she states, and I watch her intently. “Why did you do exactly what you promised me you wouldn’t do that night?”

“I had a family emergency.”

The brunette narrows her eyes at me.

“What kind of emergency?”

I open my mouth to speak, then stop.

I can’t tell her.

If there’s one thing I’ve managed to do in the last three years, it’s protect Hope’s privacy and keep her safe.

I’ve kept her out of the spotlight, away from the media, away from everything, so she could have a peaceful childhood, like a normal kid.

Not like the daughter of a pro athlete with over a million social media followers who gets hounded everywhere he goes.

I don’t know Louise well enough to share something that personal.

Not even everyone on the team knows I’m a father. Only Pres and a few close buddies, and they’re completely discreet about my girl. She’s not even school-age yet, so I avoid public places with her to keep her far from the media’s reach.

My hesitation gives Louise exactly the impression I didn’t want.

“I’m sorry...” is all I can manage, and she skewers me with her gaze.

I know she wanted me to be honest, to tell her what really happened that night, but I can’t.

I can’t risk my daughter’s safety.

“Let’s keep things strictly professional, Becker. I don’t want any trouble here,” she says, her voice so hard it feels like a physical blow.

“So you’re just going to keep hating me, huh?” I state, and she shrugs.

“You haven’t done anything to change that.”

I let out a frustrated huff.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go, damn it.

But you know what?

Fine.

I’m not going to stand here begging for anyone’s attention, and if she wants to think I’m a scumbag, a son of a bitch, whatever the fuck...

Fuck it.

I don’t care if that’s her impression of me.

I’d rather be labeled the worst things imaginable than risk my daughter’s safety.

Hope will always come first.

Always.

And if that costs me any chance with Louise, so be it.

She can treat me however she wants.

I’ll give it right back to her.

​
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CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




Louise

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU slept with the captain of the Lynx and didn’t know who he was?” Tilly fires off from the other end of the line, and I let out a low laugh.

“I don’t follow hockey, you know that. And Travis lied to me, he told me he was a sports teacher.”

“Yeah... That was a real dick move.”

“And then he had the nerve to say he didn’t lie, he just omitted the truth.”

I roll my eyes as I step onto the subway.

The sheer audacity of that asshole.

“Men being men, Lou.”

“Don’t even get me started.”

“So what’s it going to be like, working with that hottie every day?”

I rub my eyes, sighing.

Travis Becker may be a world-class asshole.

But it’s undeniable how hot he is.

And how good he smells.

Goddammit.

“I’m going to be professional, Tills. Act like I’ve never seen him before...”

“Or sat on him,” she interrupts, and I give a quiet laugh.

“Especially that.”

“But aside from the unexpected meet-up with the captain, how was your first day? Did you like it?”

“Oh, wow... It was a challenge, but I loved it!”

And for the next few minutes, I tell my best friend all about my first day of work, how I was welcomed by the team staff, and what’s ahead. The trip home even seems to go faster, and before I know it, I’m getting off at my stop and walking the few blocks to my house.

I fish my keys out of my bag and unlock the door, hearing a noise from the kitchen.

“Dad?” I call out, taking off my coat and hanging it up, leaving my bag in the living room.

The sight that greets me when I reach the kitchen hits me right in the chest.

Fidgeting, rummaging through several grocery bags, is my dad, and the way he’s moving sets off an alarm inside me.

“Dad?” I call again, and he lifts his eyes to me.

The redness I find in them ties a knot in my throat.

Oh, no...

“Oh, she’s home,” he says, his voice slightly slurred, and a little piece of me dies inside.

Like every time I find him like this.

“You went out?” I ask, pointing at the bags.

“I thought I’d make a special dinner tonight to celebrate your first day!”

The smile he gives me doesn’t reach his bloodshot eyes, and I feel my heart ache.

What a lovely way to celebrate...

I notice him struggling with a knife, and I worry because his reflexes are clearly shot.

“Let me handle that...”

I move closer to him and catch the smell of alcohol, making me close my eyes for a second.

He was doing so well...

He’d been sober for a few days, away from all this.

But going to the market and seeing all those options must have triggered him, and he couldn’t resist...

“I...” he starts, seeing that his situation isn’t great. “I’m sorry...”

I shake my head, like I always do.

My dad always apologizes, always promises me he won’t do it again, but unfortunately, it’s bigger than he is...

And every time he finds some alcohol, he ends up giving in to temptation.

“Let me take care of this, or you’ll cut yourself.”

I point at the knife, and he nods, taking a slight step back.

“I’m just going to take a quick shower and I’ll be back to finish up, okay?”

My dad nods in agreement, and I watch him stagger over to a chair and slump into it.

I let out a sigh at the sight.

Dealing with this was the last thing I needed on my first day...

“Hey, Moon,” I greet our dog as I pass through the hallway, earning a few licks from her, which brings the first smile to my face since I walked in.

This little lady makes this house so much lighter; I don’t even know what we’d do without her here.

In my room, I grab a set of clean clothes and head to the bathroom, where I take a hot shower and fight back the urge to cry.

I came to terms with this reality a while ago, but some days it hurts a little more.

Some days I don’t want to fight it.

Like today.

I turn off the shower, grab a towel to dry off, put on the clothes I’d set aside, and comb my hair, pulling it into a high bun before finally leaving.

When I return to the kitchen, I find my dad sitting in the same spot, staring at some random point on the tiled wall.

“What did you get for tonight?” I ask, checking the bags.

“Pork chops,” he says, his voice heavily slurred, and I feel that knot in my throat again.

He knows it’s my favorite.

He made an effort to go out and do something nice for me, and he just couldn’t hold on.

Oh, Dad...

“You want to give me the instructions? Mine never turn out as good as yours.”

When he lifts his eyes and smiles, my heart skips a beat.

Despite everything, despite what life has taken from him...

My dad is the most incredible, sweetest human being in the world.

It’s just a shame the addiction ends up erasing such a beautiful part of him.

“First, put the potatoes on to boil,” he instructs.

I follow his directions, and for the next few minutes, I dedicate myself to making our dinner, following his instructions and trying to lighten the mood here a little.

Even though he’s stopped drinking, the alcohol takes its toll, and my dad gets slower and slower, his speech more slurred, his head drooping forward as he fights to stay awake.

“Let’s see how it turned out,” I announce, placing the serving dish on the table.

I help him by serving his plate, and while I serve myself, I watch him struggle a bit with his cutlery.

Sitting across from him, I watch him finally cut a piece and chew.

“It’s good...”

I know it’s his way of complimenting me, and I gladly accept it.

I nod, starting to eat as I watch him, and he just picks at his food, eating a very small portion of the dinner.

And that’s the other part that always worries me so much...

When he drinks, he just loses his appetite, and even if I insist, he can’t eat much.

“You’re not going to eat more?” I ask, and he shakes his head, leaving his plate half-finished.

Knowing it’s no use to insist, I let it go.

Tomorrow he’ll wake up better and eat properly, like he usually does, so I hold onto that.

I finish my dinner and, afterwards, load everything into the dishwasher, then help him to his room and get him settled into bed. I take his slippers off and carefully remove the prosthesis from his leg, setting it aside and bringing the urine collector closer to him, already praying to the heavens he doesn’t hurt himself tonight.

Eyes closed, he remains lying down, waiting for me to finish.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” the whispered words pierce my heart.

I stroke his hair and hold my breath to avoid the strong smell of alcohol as I kiss his forehead.

“Goodnight, Dad.”

I turn off the light in his room and head to mine, once again letting that feeling of powerlessness wash over me.

It hurts so much to see him so vulnerable...

I sit on the bed, and Moon comes up behind me. I pat the mattress and watch her climb up, settling into my lap.

“Oh, Moon... What would I do without you?”

I hug my little dog and feel her soft fur, letting that lovely peace she brings wash over me.

I reach over to check the alarm on my phone and put it back on the nightstand, settling onto the pillow with the dog.
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