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PROLOGUE
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Pres

Eleven Years Ago

“SO, WHAT DO YOU THINK of Wonder Woman?” Derek’s voice cut through the loud music, right beside me.

“Where?” I asked, before tilting my head back and finishing the last of my beer.

“Over there.” My friend jerked his chin toward a circle of girls, then lifted the corner of his mouth in a sly grin. “Check out those tiny shorts. Or better yet, check out the ass those shorts are trying and miserably failing to hide.”

My gaze drifted lazily in that direction. There were four girls, and I didn’t recognize a single one.

“Freshmen,” I stated, my tone neutral.

I knew every woman who had ever set foot on Princeton’s campus. The only time that temporarily stopped being true was at the start of the academic year. Considering this was the first week of classes and we were at the official semester kickoff party, the explanation for my unfamiliarity with that particular group was obvious.

“Right you are, Einstein. They’re freshmen.” Derek set his bottle down on a side table. “Well, my target’s already picked. You going for any of them? The one in white looks promising, just not sure what the hell that costume’s supposed to be.”

“Marilyn Monroe, you philistine. Look at the fake beauty mark above her lip and the blonde wig.”

Derek shot me a look.

“Philistine, my left nut. Not my fault you like those old-people movies.”

“Old-people movies...” I rolled my eyes. “They’re classics, you moron.”

“I’ll pass on your classics. Just thinking about them puts me to sleep.” Derek checked his watch. “And decide if you’re going for any of these hotties or not, because I’m not in the mood to waste time.”

My friend was the type who picked a girl at the start of a party and made it his personal mission to get her into bed that same night. A night without sex was a night wasted, according to the Derek Johnson handbook. Me, I wasn’t in such a hurry. In three years of college, I’d never had any trouble getting the girls I was interested in, so why the anxiety? A little smile was all it took, and the magic happened.

My only problem with the opposite sex was convincing them to give up the fantasy of dating the hockey team star. Let’s just say my explicit honesty on that front wasn’t always well-received.

“You’d better go on ahead.” I analyzed the little group of women without much interest. “None of them are my type.”

Derek huffed and looked me up and down, assessing the costume he’d earlier described as ridiculous.

“Fine, Peter Pan. Go find your Tinker Bell, then.”

I gave my friend a light punch on the shoulder and headed toward the kitchen of our fraternity house, which always hosted the first party of the semester. I opened the fridge, grabbed a beer, and took the first sip, appreciating the feel of the cold liquid sliding down my throat. I thought about going back to the living room, but decided to take advantage of the empty, quieter kitchen to relax for a moment. I leaned my hip against the counter and closed my eyes, thoughtful.

Damn, this was my last year of college. In a few months, if all went well, I’d start my career as a professional player in the NHL, a dream I’d nurtured since the first time I put on skates and held a stick. I always found the academic part kind of tedious and was never top of the class, but my skill in the sport was so off the charts it earned me a full scholarship to one of the best universities in the country.

My thoughts were interrupted when I heard someone entering the kitchen. I opened my eyes slowly and found a girl scanning the room with her gaze, as if looking for something. The moment her huge blue eyes met mine, she froze for a few seconds, her expression unreadable. I noticed the little green dress, the blonde hair in a high bun, the ballet flats, and the wings on her back. My lips curved into a slow smile.

“You can stop looking, Tink. You already found what you came for.”

[image: ]

Tilly

PETER PRESLEY. OR, as everyone knew him, Pres.

The hockey team star. The most popular guy in college, the dream of practically every straight girl.

I hadn’t run into him yet during this first week of classes, but countless stories about him had reached my ears, along with the social media photos that were practically shoved under my nose by the player’s lunatic fan club.

“Oh my god, he’s so wonderful.”

“If I sat on that, not even a crane could pull me off.”

“Tell me you’ve ever seen a more devastating smile than that? He has dimples!”

“I’ve seen him shirtless, and you have no idea how perfect those abs are.”

“Such a shame he never stays more than one night with the same girl. I’d do anything to be his girlfriend.”

The frenzy over the guy is so out of proportion that my roommate, a freshman like me, swore up and down she was already in love and would do anything for a chance with him, despite never having exchanged a single word with the creature.

What a load of crap.

My gaze traveled up and down him, for purely investigative purposes. The brown hair with a faint reddish tint almost touched his shoulders and was partially hidden by a ridiculous little green hat. His broad shoulders were visible under the thin green cotton shirt, tied in front with a zigzag cord that formed a V-neck. To the surprise of absolutely no one, a good portion of his defined chest was on display. Tight pants in the same color and brown boots completed the questionable-taste Peter Pan costume.

He was even better-looking in person, but I wasn’t easily impressed by appearances. I’d always been far more interested in a boy’s brain than his muscles.

Without bothering to react to his provocation, I walked to the fridge and took out a small bottle of water.

“It’s rude not to answer people.” The deep, velvety voice sounded again, behind me.

I closed the refrigerator slowly and turned toward him with a polished smile.

“You didn’t ask me a question.”

I tried twisting the bottle cap twice, but it was too tight. Out of reflex, I lowered my hands and used the hem of my dress to help protect my fingers as I tried to open the cap again, which made my thigh more visible. I only realized this when I looked up and found Pres’s gaze following my movements.

I cleared my throat, straightened my posture, and tried again without using the dress fabric, but the result was the same.

“I’ll open it for you.” The player extended his large hand toward me, an amused expression on his face.

“No need,” I refused, proud. “I can do it myself.”

The subtle smile on his square-jawed face intensified by a few millimeters.

“Alright.” He crossed his muscular arms. “Go on, it’s interesting to watch.”

I rolled my eyes and tried once more, without success.

Damn little bottle!

After another failed attempt, I huffed and held the water out to him, without saying a word. The jerk kept his arms crossed.

“The first offer was free.” The brown eyes mocked me. “Now, you’ll have to say please.”

“Please,” I muttered through my teeth.

Pres theatrically cupped a hand to his ear.

“Didn’t catch that.”

Impatient, I shifted my weight and spoke louder:

“Please.”

“That’s better.” With a victorious little smile and without taking his eyes off me, he twisted the cap with the greatest ease in the world and handed it back. “Here.”

I took the water and drank a long gulp, quenching my thirst. When I made a move to leave the kitchen, I felt a hand gripping my forearm.

“What’s the hurry, Tink?”

I stared into his eyes, then at the spot where he was touching me, and back at his face. Noting my demonstration of displeasure at the unsolicited physical contact, the player let me go and kept his eyes fixed on mine, waiting for an answer.

Peter Presley had a dangerous combination of a boyish smile on a man’s physique. It wasn’t so hard to understand why girls fell at his feet, but I was smarter than that.

“It’s my first frat party, and I intend to enjoy it. If you’ll excuse me...”

“What if I turn your first party into your best party?” Pres suggested, his voice slightly hoarse and sexy as hell. “With the Pres seal of quality, your night will be nothing less than unforgettable.”

My stomach did a slight flip at the words, and I was irritated with myself for the reaction. I studied his face for a few seconds.

“Your self-confidence is impressive, Peter Presley.”

The perpetual look of amusement on the player’s face transformed into a smug smile.

“So, you know my name.”

“Surprised?”

“No.” At least he didn’t play dumb. “But the situation is uneven, because I don’t know yours.”

“Tilly Bell.” An unexpected laugh followed my answer. “What’s so funny about that?”

Pres looked me up and down.

“Isn’t it obvious?” He made a gesture indicating my costume. “You’re Tinker Bell herself, from the tiny stature to the almost-identical name.”

I glared at him, annoyed. Even though I was past the phase of kicking shins when people called me short, it still bothered me more than I liked to admit. It’s not the easiest thing in the world to be just over five feet tall.

“So, is that your technique for seducing girls? Making fun of their appearance?” I shook my head disdainfully. “I can already tell only dazzled little girls fall for your spiel, Peter Pan. Just like the character, you’re immature, egocentric, and arrogant.”

Pres crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes.

“Look who woke up feeling like the last Coke in the desert.” His well-defined lips curved into an irritating little smirk of scorn. “I don’t need to make any effort in that direction, sweetheart. It’s the women who throw themselves at me, not the other way around.”

I let out a sound that was a mix of a laugh and a snort. I couldn’t believe I was hearing this.

“My God, so much arrogance.”

With a petulant expression, the jerk shrugged.

“Don’t have to believe me.” He pointed toward the living room. “Just walk out that door and ask any girl at the party.”

This guy deserves a medal. In a record time of ten minutes, he won the podium for the most irritating person ever to cross my path.

“You can’t seriously think I’d go to that trouble.”

“You know what?” He picked up a beer bottle resting beside him and took a long drink. Then, he set it back on the counter and straightened up, pushing his hip away from the granite surface. “Don’t even need to do that. The reality of the situation will become obvious without you having to look.”

“Wow, I can’t wait to see the hottie in action. It’ll be the highlight of my night.” I crossed my arms and smiled, not even trying to hide the sarcasm.

Pres took a step toward me, stopping close enough to invade my personal space and alter my heart rate.

“And you know that offer of an unforgettable night?” He leaned in and brought his mouth close to my ear, his warm breath making the skin on my neck prickle. “For your information, not even your pretty little face would be enough to make me want to put up with your unpleasant personality. You can forget that possibility, forever.” Peter straightened up again, gave two condescending little pats on the top of my head to emphasize the height difference, and started to walk away. “Have a good party, Tink.”

With slow, confident strides like a feline’s, the player left the kitchen. As soon as he was gone, I placed my hands on the cold counter, closed my eyes, and took a few deep breaths to bring my heart rate down.

How had that son of a bitch managed to rattle me so fast? He was just another arrogant asshole, like so many out there. After everything I’d heard about him in just one week, it shouldn’t have been any surprise that Pres acted exactly like the spoiled little playboy he certainly was.

I inhaled and exhaled slowly, before taking long, calm sips of my water. I needed to keep my focus on what really mattered and not let my hot temper ruin the night.

I was at Princeton, for God’s sake. The fact that I’d gotten a partial scholarship to one of the best universities in the country, and that I could finally start my journey toward my dream of becoming a doctor, was far more important than this stupid argument. I thought of my grandfather, and all the sacrifices he’d made so I could be here today. The truth was, there were countless reasons for me to be grateful, and it wasn’t some petulant little player who was going to ruin my first college party.

When I finally composed myself, I rolled my shoulders a few times to relieve the tension, straightened my posture, and left the kitchen for the noisy living room. I’d barely taken a few steps when I saw Pres with his back against a wall, wrapped around a girl and kissing her neck without any discretion. Our gazes met, and I looked away.

I stood still, looking for my roommate, scanning the sweaty, smiling faces filling the room. A movement on the stairs involuntarily caught my attention, and I saw the moment Peter Presley started climbing the steps, hand in hand with the girl. A college degree wasn’t necessary to deduce where they were going or what they were going to do.

I shook my head, pitying the poor thing subjecting herself to that. I was about to look away again when Pres turned his head over his shoulder and caught me in the act, still watching them. Angry at myself for giving him that little thrill, I clenched my fists and turned my back, but not before seeing the victorious smile and the shit-eating wink he gave me.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Tilly

“THE PROBLEM ISN’T JUST that I was cheated on. I was publicly cheated on.” I stare at the cappuccino cup in front of me without really seeing it. “I’ll look like a fool going to this party, Lou.”

My friend reaches for my hands across the table.

“It’s been four months, Tills.”

“It could be a lifetime, and I’d still be the cheated-on ex-girlfriend of the team owner’s son.”

“No one on the Lynx sees you that way, I can promise you. The only fool in this whole story was Gerry. Besides being an asshole, he lost the best girl he could ever have.”

My gaze goes distant, thinking about how I could have been so stupid.

“We dated for three years, Louise. Three years. How could he string me along for so long?”

“I already told you he’s an imbecile, and you’re much better off without that piece of trash.”

I take a sip of the hot drink, eyes downcast.

As much as I rationally agree with everything my friend is saying, I admit it’s still hard to get over the end of my last relationship.

After dating Gerry Wilson for so long, I really believed I’d found the right person. Our relationship was based on companionship, shared life goals, and compatibility in so many ways.

The compatibility part was what convinced me it would be forever. We thought alike on so many things, liked the same stuff, and had good chemistry in bed. I’d be lying if I said the fire from the beginning of the relationship stayed the same, but that happens sooner or later to every couple. It certainly wasn’t a reason to find him getting a blowjob in the women’s bathroom of the bar where the team was celebrating a win.

I close my eyes, trying to banish the image that’s been seared into my brain ever since. Then I look at my friend.

“Have you ever stopped to think that if I hadn’t gotten that last-minute patient to stabilize on my shift and shown up at the bar as a surprise, I might still be playing the fool right now?”

“Yes, but thank God you did. Better to rip the band-aid off and move on.”

I laugh, with no humor.

“Move on to what, Lou? Besides medicine, my only real talent in this life is being a guy’s last stop before the altar. A guy just has to spend some time with me, and he quickly finds his soulmate. The fact that this soulmate is never me is just a minor detail.”

Louise tries to look serious but is clearly holding back a laugh.

“It’s not like that.”

“No?” I hold up a finger. “Andrew Morrison, sophomore year of college. Dated me for almost three years. When graduation got close, he broke it off, saying he was still too young for such a serious relationship and wanted to enjoy life. What does he do six months later? Gets engaged to another girl. They’re married with a kid now.”

“I told you not to stalk these guys on social media.”

I shrug.

“I like to stay informed.” I raise a second finger. “Moving on, Ivan Polinsky. We dated for two and a half years while I was in med school. Remember him?”

“I do. The Russian one.”

“That’s him. Swore I was the woman of his life, introduced me to his whole family when they came to the States, wanted to convince me to move to Moscow, and I even considered it if my grandpa would go with me. Then, the charmer goes there on vacation and sends me an email saying he’d fallen for someone else and wasn’t coming back. For some inexplicable reason, he still sends me Christmas cards every year, with photos of his happy family.”

Louise’s expression is a mix of pity and amusement.

“Oh, honey. You’ve had a bit of bad luck, that’s all.”

“Shall we move on to Jason Roberts?” I raise a third finger. “Head of the radiology department, divorced for a year, no kids. When we started going out, I made it clear my goal was to one day get married and have kids. He said he wasn’t opposed, he just wanted to wait a little longer. What did the idiot here do? Waited. The bastard kept me hanging in that ‘maybe someday’ limbo for a year and a half, only to finally break up saying he really wasn’t ready for anything more serious. What does he do three months later?”

“Marries someone else, I remember that part.” Louise sighs. “Okay, I have to admit you’re a bit more unlucky than average when it comes to men. But that doesn’t mean the right person won’t come along, Tills.”

I try to smile at her attempt to cheer me up, but it’s hard. For the last few months, my only desire has been to cry.

The strangest part is that the sadness has less to do with Gerry and more to do with the feeling that I’ll never actually get to live my dream of an extraordinary love, building a family, and sharing the rest of my life with someone.

“What if my destiny is to die alone?” I sigh. “Worse, I don’t even have siblings, so I can’t even be the cool aunt.”

Lou rolls her eyes.

“Stop being dramatic. You’re not even thirty, of course you’ll find a guy who’s worth it.” She smiles, affectionately. “I know that’s your dream, and it will happen. It’s just taking a little longer than you planned.”

I smile back, but it’s a sad smile.

“I always thought I’d live a love story like my parents’, you know? Just with a happier ending.” I look away, my heart tightening at the memory of them. “Now, I’m not so sure anymore.”

“Stop it!” Louise scolds me. “You will, and you need to start by holding your head high and enjoying life. It’s fine if you don’t want to watch the game, but at least come to the party afterward? If the boys make the playoffs, it’ll be a huge celebration. And I already heard it won’t be at the same bar where that... situation happened.”

“Lou, I really would rather not go. I don’t want to see the team, I don’t want to see Gerry. I’ve managed to avoid him for four months; I didn’t plan on changing that so soon.”

My friend falls silent, biting her lip.

“Okay, I’m going to have to ruin the surprise, but it’s for a good cause.” She breaks into such a beautiful smile that I’m already anxious to hear what’s coming. “Now that I’ve finally left the team, Travis is going to make our relationship official.”

Louise was the physical therapist for the Chicago Lynx, the same team where her boyfriend plays as captain. Due to a contract clause prohibiting relationships between athletes and staff members, they had to keep their relationship a secret for months.

Now, the two are going into partnership on a physical therapy clinic that Lou will run, so the restriction is over. My heart overflows with happiness and my eyes grow damp. I get up from my chair and pull her into a tight hug.

“Oh, honey. I’m so, so happy for you. If there’s anyone who deserves to be loved without limits, it’s you. And I know Travis is capable of that.”

She hugs me back, emotional too. Louise always believed the burden she carries from having to care for her alcoholic father would prevent her from having a relationship. My friend just didn’t count on meeting someone as incredible as Travis Becker, who not only understood her fears but supports her in every way.

Louise lets me go and holds my shoulders, her eyes wet.

“You already know we’re together, but the rest of the people don’t. It’ll be an important moment, and I’d love for you to be there.”

My smile fades a little.

“The idea of seeing everyone again after the humiliation that bastard put me through gives me the chills.”

My friend looks at me with determination.

“The whole team is on your side in this thing with Gerry, honey. If he weren’t the owner’s son, I think he’d have been kicked off the team already, that’s how angry everyone is about what he did. People love you, Tills. Go to the party and hold your head high. You have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of.” Lou looks at me with a pleading expression. “It won’t be the same without you there.”

I’m thoughtful for a few moments. My best friend is going to make her relationship with the team captain official. There really is no reason for me to avoid that world forever just because my ex is a cheating son of a bitch.

I take a deep breath and look into her brown eyes, resolved.

“I’ll go. I just need to stop by the mall to buy a killer outfit first.”

Louise laughs.

“That’s my girl. Let Gerry cry over the shit he pulled by letting you go.”

Exactly. Let him see me looking beautiful, carefree, and happy and realize what he lost.

If there’s a better revenge than showing up looking stunning in front of an ex, I haven’t heard of it.
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SATISFIED AT HAVING found the perfect little black dress—a perfect mix of sexy and elegant—I toss the shopping bag onto the back seat of my car with a confident smile. I slide into the driver’s seat of my Smart car and maneuver easily out of the mall. The advantage of such a tiny car is that it literally fits anywhere.

On the way, I remember I’d promised my grandpa I’d stop by to see how he was doing. At seventy-nine, any cold requires a bit of extra care.

I drive calmly through the quiet streets of the residential neighborhood where he lives, parking in front of the single-story brick house. Nostalgia washes over me, as it always does when I come here.

After my parents died, when I was just nine, I came to live with my grandpa in this house. I still remember the feeling of helplessness, the fear, the gut-wrenching pain that occupied every inch of my chest when I walked through that door with a small backpack and my stuffed rabbit under my arm.

That first night, my grandpa slept holding me and cried. I remember how much that surprised me, because he’d always been such a closed-off man. There were only a few times I ever saw him show emotion, both before and after the accident that took my parents. Still, in his own way, George Bell made sure I grew up in a safe, calm environment. It couldn’t have been easy for a widowed man who’d never been in the habit of opening up to others.

I cross the small sidewalk, breathing in the fresh late-spring evening air. This is one of my favorite times of year in Chicago, when the temperatures are mild and the gardens bloom in vibrant colors.

I notice some new shrubs in the front flower bed and smile. Since he retired, my grandpa has taken up gardening as a hobby and spends hours crouched among the plants, methodically tending to each one.

I use my key and open the door.

“Grandpa?” I call, closing it behind me. “You here?”

“In the kitchen,” he calls back.

I walk in and smile when I see him holding a frozen dinner box, squinting at the label and scratching his head.

For as good a gardener as my grandpa is, he’s an equally terrible cook.

“Need help?”

He looks at me, seeming impatient.

“I don’t know why they make the writing so small. Can’t read a thing.”

Hiding a smile, I hold out my hand and he gives me the box. I read the instructions and explain:

“You need to open this corner and put it in the microwave for eight minutes.”

“So it’s the same as the other brand I usually buy. This was the only one they had at the store this time.”

“Let me do it for you.”

I program the appliance and its soft hum fills the kitchen. My grandpa sits down, making a slight grimace.

I pull out a chair and sit across from him.

“Are you in pain?”

“Just a bit achy from the cold. But I’m better now.”

I reach over and get my stethoscope from my bag. When I walk around and stand behind him, my grandpa grumbles:

“No need to examine me, girl. Told you I’m fine.”

“Shhh. Be still and take a deep breath.”

With no choice, the stubborn old man does as I ask. Even though I’m finishing my pediatrics residency, I haven’t forgotten how to care for adults.

To my relief, his lungs sound clear.

“All good.” I put the stethoscope back in my bag. “You just need to keep resting, eating well, and drinking plenty of fluids.”

“I’m doing that.” He studies me carefully. “And you, how are you?”

Since the breakup, my grandpa has noticed the change in my mood, even though I’ve tried to act like everything’s fine. I don’t need to share the weight of my fear of ending up completely alone, especially since he’s the only family I have left. It wouldn’t be fair for Grandpa to feel some kind of obligation not to die so I wouldn’t be alone in the world.

That’s the last thing I need.

“I’m okay. I’m going to a party in a little while,” I say, trying to sound upbeat.

The truth is, my solution for not worrying too much about the future has been to bury myself in work, picking up extra shifts and leaving the hospital later than necessary almost every day. As a result, I’ve practically erased my social life for the last four months, except for a few brief meet-ups with Louise.

“That’s good, Tillytots.” He’s called me that for as long as I can remember. “I hope you have fun with your friends.”

“I will.”

The microwave beeps and I serve his dinner.

“Don’t you want some too? There’s plenty.”

“Relax, Grandpa. I had a snack at the mall, I’m not hungry.”

I sit back down to keep him company while he eats. We talk about the new seedlings in the garden, and I listen attentively to his explanation about the correct way to plant them. My grandpa is dedicated to doing everything the best way possible, and he’s even learned to research techniques online to help with his hobby.

Watching him argue with the computer as if the machine could understand him always makes me laugh.

As soon as he finishes his meal, I quickly wash the dishes and ask:

“Do you need anything else?”

He puckers his lips and kisses my forehead.

“I need you to let this old man rest and go have fun. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

I smile and kiss his wrinkled cheek.

On the drive home, I think about what kind of makeup I’ll do and how I’ll style my hair. Over the years, I’ve learned to play up my best features, and I can get male attention when I want it, even though I’m just over five feet tall.

Gerry Wilson better get ready to be snubbed in style.
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CHAPTER 2
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Pres

THE GAME AGAINST THE BRUINS is tied, with only seconds left on the clock. Losing isn’t an option—we need this win to secure our playoff spot. The adrenaline is so intense I can feel my heartbeat pounding in my ears, drowning out the roar of the crowd. We’re playing at home; this is the moment to cap off the regular season in style.

I spent a crucial stretch of the game in the penalty box because I lost my cool and pounded the shit out of an opposing player who made a crack about our captain that he shouldn’t have. I know I need to control my explosive temper, but sometimes it’s stronger than I am, especially under pressure.

I streak across the ice at top speed, determined to make up for my earlier mistake. The puck slides toward me on a perfect pass from Becker. I look up and see the goalie out of position—he didn’t expect the attack to come from the right. Levine was in a better spot on the left, but our captain has sensational game sense and completely threw them off.

I raise my stick and connect with the puck cleanly, sending it crashing into the net. The referee ends the game and the whole team pours onto the ice, heading straight for me. I skate to Becker and grab his helmet, pressing our foreheads together.

“We fucking did it!”

He grins and pulls me into a hug. We’re at the center of a huge scrum, everyone shouting “Lynx,” the excitement lifting us almost off our feet.

The euphoria slowly gives way to a deep, fucking satisfying sense of a job well done. We shake hands with our opponents, who deserve all our respect for their flawless game today, and head for the locker room.

I stop for a moment to sign a kid’s jersey and take a photo. Then I enter the empty corridor to meet up with the rest of the team. That’s when I hear the grating voice of Gerry Wilson, the owner’s son and commercial director.

“Finally decided to try and make up for your emotional outburst and do something to earn the million-dollar salary we pay you.”

I slow my pace and clench my fists. There are few people in the world I can honestly say I hate, and Wilson tops that list. I turn around and am met with his sarcastic little smirk. The asshole stands there with his arms crossed, staring me down.

The urge is to punch him until the motherfucker is unconscious, but I won’t give in to his provocations. I take a deep breath and meet his gaze steadily.

“I don’t have the patience for you today. It’s too good a day to let you ruin it.”

He uncrosses his arms and starts walking toward me, the smile vanishing from his pampered face, replaced by a look of pure hatred.

“Your days with the Lynx are numbered, Presley. You’ve made it remarkably easy to show my father how unpredictable you are, and what a risk it is to keep you on the team. If I were you, I’d start looking at other options.”

I take a step toward him, closing the distance between us. The scrawny bastard’s eyes widen slightly, which makes me smile bitterly.

“Scared of getting hit, Wilson?” I move even closer, and he takes a step back, nearly hitting the wall behind him. I narrow my eyes. “Don’t forget I’m unpredictable. You never know when I’ll finally get tired of you and end you.”

Gerry tries to act tough, but I see his Adam’s apple bob nervously.

“You’re an animal, Presley. A troglodyte who only knows how to hit people when he loses his temper.”

I smile scornfully.

“Not just that. Don’t forget the part where your women prefer to fuck me over you.”

Wilson turns red, his lips trembling with rage.

“Go fuck yourself,” he snarls. “Don’t underestimate my ability to ruin your life, you cretin.”

“I can’t wait to leave this team so I can give you the beating you deserve.”

I turn my back, hearing the forced laugh behind me.

“Run away, then. Very soon, you’ll have nothing, Presley. Nothing.”

I enter the locker room laughing at that pathetic bastard. The other guys are already showering, so I start looking for an empty stall while thinking back to the start of my feud with Wilson.

Right after I joined the Lynx, fresh out of college, I went to a party with some of the other players. Drunk, I ended up picking up some girl and taking her back to my apartment. It was only after fucking her all night that I discovered she wasn’t just a member of our PR team—and I’d signed a contract forbidding that kind of relationship with staff—she was also Gerry Wilson’s quasi-girlfriend.

The guy went ballistic when he found out and tried to screw me over every way he could. As the contracts manager at the time, he managed to sabotage several of my endorsement deals and hit me with an astronomical fine for violating that clause. In short, it cost me millions.

Ever since, one of my life’s missions has been to pay him back in kind. I just haven’t found the right opportunity yet, but I’m sure the day will come.

I strip off my gear and step under the shower, letting the almost-cold water cool my heated body. I start thinking about next season, even though this one isn’t over. The Chicago Lynx was my first team; I was drafted in the second round right out of college. Since then, this place has become my second home.

For the last 10 years, I’ve bled for this franchise and been well rewarded for it. As one of the best right wings in the league, I’ve renewed with increasingly attractive contracts, even though Gerry tried his damnedest to mess with the negotiations. My latest one expires at the end of this season, and I still have no idea what I want to do next.

My agent has already told me the Florida Panthers have their eye on me, possibly willing to make an offer I can’t refuse for my rights. If that happens, there’s a real chance I’ll be moving to the east coast for the next few years.

Having been born, raised, and spent most of my life in Chicago, living near the beach for a change wouldn’t be bad at all. My grandmother would certainly love the Florida weather, considering she complains constantly about the cold here.

Not to mention the benefit of finally being able to smash that idiot Gerry’s face in and then put a couple thousand miles between us.

As soon as I step out of the shower and reach for a towel, I notice Becker seems distracted, his gaze distant. I give his shoulder a light punch and ask,

“What’s up?”

He looks at me with a half-smile.

“Surprise.”

I raise my eyebrows.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? You’re gonna be mysterious about it?”

“I am. You’ll find out very soon.”

I shake my head and chuckle.

“We’ll see.”

I pull on clean clothes, eager to celebrate our win. The other guys are finishing getting ready, and the plan is for the team bus to take us to the bar we booked for the celebration. But before we leave, I want to talk to my grandmother. I walk over to Travis and say,

“I’m gonna find the queen out there. Meet you guys in the parking lot.”

He nods and I head out through the stadium’s internal corridors, phone in hand. I hit the call button and raise it to my ear.

“Where is this team’s best player?” Her voice makes me smile.

“On his way to you. You in the family suite?”

“Yes, waiting for my favorite grandson and enjoying this marvelous champagne.”

My shoulders shake with a quiet laugh.

“I’m on my way.”

I quicken my pace to the VIP lounge with its prime view of the rink. That’s where the players’ families watch the games. Most of my teammates bring their wives, kids, or serious girlfriends. I bring the most important person in my life: my grandmother.

If I’ve gotten anywhere, it’s thanks to her and my grandfather. He, unfortunately, isn’t here anymore, so for a while now, Dolores Presley has been the only person privileged with an invitation to watch me play.

I scan the crowded, festive room. In one corner, talking to Noah Levine’s parents, I see a rather peculiar figure and start walking over. My grandmother is wearing a dress with a loud, colorful print. A small hat with a red flower on the brim partially hides her short, gray hair, styled in a modern, slightly teased-updo.

Did she use gel?

When she sees me, she breaks into a wide smile, accentuated by her red lipstick.

“My boy!” My grandmother opens her arms, nearly spilling the champagne in her hand. “Come here and get a congratulatory hug.”

Smiling back, I cross the crowded room and take her small frame into my arms.

“Thanks, Grandma. It was a good game.”

“Good? It was sensational! I screamed so much during your two goals I nearly deafened these people.”

Levine’s mother smiles at me as if confirming the statement.

“Glad you enjoyed it.” I look her up and down. “I see you went all out. Coming to the bar with us?”

“Sorry, dear, but no.” My grandmother drains her glass in a surprisingly long gulp and smiles at me again. “My friends invited me to an unmissable party. Great music.”

I cross my arms.

“The bar has music too.”

She looks at me with a mischievous glint in her eye.

“But the people at the party are very interesting.”

I frown, intrigued.

“Are you saying we’re not interesting?”

My grandmother looks around, almost condescendingly.

“It’s not that, sweetheart. You just can’t keep up with my pace, you know?” She looks back at me and pinches my cheek affectionately. “Don’t be offended. We can have lunch together tomorrow, since it’s your day off.”

“I’m not offended, Grandma. I’ll hold you to that lunch, then.”

“You do that. Just don’t call too early, okay? I don’t know what time I’ll be home tonight.”

I laugh and kiss her cheek.

“Deal. Be good, and see you tomorrow.”

I wave goodbye to a few acquaintances and make my way through the corridors toward the parking lot. On the way, I think about what a special human being my grandmother really is. I have few memories of my parents, who died when I was six. Since then, my grandparents raised me and gave their all to help me become the best version of myself.

After my grandfather died two years ago, Dolores was hit hard for months. She, who had always been cheerful and full of life, lost some of her sparkle. She cried almost every day talking about him, lost in memories. Until, one random day, she woke up different. When I asked why, my grandmother told me her husband had visited her in a dream and given her a good talking-to. He said he didn’t want to see her like that, that she needed to start living again and find her sparkle. That’s what he wanted.

Since then, my grandmother has made a constant effort to be happy and has been managing to reclaim her vibrant, lively essence. I couldn’t be more relieved, because seeing her so devastated was destroying me inside. Thank God my grandfather found a way to look after her, even from beyond.

I reach the parking lot and spot the bus a few yards ahead. We’ve taken an important step toward realizing our biggest collective dream: the Stanley Cup. The year my grandfather died, the team came so close. The final game was just five days away and we were the favorites.

In the early hours of June 23rd, Maxwell Presley was rushed to the hospital, the victim of a massive heart attack. I ran to the hospital as soon as my grandmother called and found him in the ICU, sedated, in critical condition. With tears in my eyes, I promised him I’d win that Cup. I spent hours and hours in the chair by his bed, taking turns with my grandmother. Two days later, we got the news that he had died. Even though I was devastated, I insisted on playing the final, but my performance fell far short of what the team deserved and we lost the game.

That night, I promised myself and my grandfather that I would never give up on winning the damn Cup in his honor, even if it killed me trying.

It was because of him that I started playing. My grandfather gave me my first pair of skates and taught me how to glide on the ice with them, holding my hand and showing me I didn’t need to be afraid of falling. He enrolled me in the learn-to-play program when I was just five, saying I had a special gift. He stretched the budget to make sure I had the best gear, drove me to every practice, spent hours with me in the backyard working on passes. Hockey saved me from myself during the worst moments of my life, and I owe that to the incredible man I was lucky enough to have as a grandfather. Even though he can’t be here to see it in person, I’ll give everything I have to make this tribute happen.

Last year, our team didn’t even make the playoffs. An unfortunate combination of injuries and poor tactical choices, especially on defense, made it our worst season in a long time. This year, we’re doing well. We changed defensive coaches, and the new one has brought a big leap forward in strategy.

There are still some things to iron out, but I know we have a chance. I’ll keep giving my all to make this dream a reality, not just for me, but especially for my grandfather. As I promised him, I won’t give up until I lift that Cup.

I reach the bus and smile at the celebratory mood. Even amid the painful memories, I’m sure he’d want to see me happy. I take my seat next to Travis and nudge him with my elbow.

“You gonna tell me what’s up or not?”

He keeps his mysterious little smile.

“Very soon.”

I roll my eyes.

“I’ll wait for the diva to choose the right moment, then.”

Travis takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. Whatever he has to tell me, it’s big. I have a strong suspicion what it is, and if I’m right, it’ll make me fucking happy.

Just because I don’t want anything like it for my own life doesn’t mean I can’t be thrilled for my friend, especially knowing how good it will be for him. Raising a daughter alone can’t be easy, and Travis couldn’t have chosen anyone better than Louise to share that mission.
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Tilly

I SHOVE THE HEAVY WOODEN door of the bar open and am greeted by a loud wall of music, chatter, and laughter. I notice a few male glances land on me, but I ignore them. My focus now is finding Louise.

I murmur “excuse me” and slip between people, all of them considerably taller than me. Even in heels, I have trouble seeing past the enormous shoulders blocking the way. This is what I get for wading into a bar packed with huge hockey players.

Since I can’t see Lou anywhere and my throat is dry, I change course and start heading toward the bar. The counter is blocked by a wall of men, and I can’t even see the bartender. Times like this, I hate being short.

Could I poke one of them and ask for help getting my drink? Sure. But that would imply the need for some chit-chat, enduring superficial conversation, and dodging advances.

Athletes are definitely not my type. I’ve always preferred brains to brawn, and all my ex-boyfriends are proof I’m faithful to a pattern.

I crane my neck one way, then the other, trying uselessly to get noticed by the guy in the black shirt shaking a cocktail shaker. I’m almost ready to give up and turn around when I hear the familiar voice:

“Having some trouble, Tink?”

I close my eyes and press my lips together. Of course he’d be here, and of course he’d be the first person to speak to me. The most insufferable guy on the team, and one of the most insufferable I’ve ever met.

“None,” I reply, opening my eyes and keeping them pointed straight ahead, not bothering to look at him.

I feel him shift position beside me, but I continue ignoring his presence.

“How curious. I could have sworn you were trying to get a drink, but the free-sample stature isn’t helping your plans.”

Peter Presley made fun of my appearance the first time we met, eleven years ago, at a goddamn frat party. For the entire year we attended the same college, he made a point of tormenting me on every possible occasion, as if he took sadistic pleasure in provoking me. I always gave as good as I got, which only seemed to make him try harder.

He’d spread embarrassing rumors about me to scare guys off, occupy my favorite table in the library to force me to sit somewhere more crowded, come to the diner where I worked part-time and stay for hours, turning my shifts into a living hell. He’d place huge, absurd orders, call me over every five minutes to ask for things—including items right on the table that he “hadn’t noticed”—and call me Tink loudly in front of everyone, which got laughs even from guys I was interested in.

At the end of my freshman year, I felt immense relief when the jerk graduated, thrilled by the certainty I’d never see him again. Imagine my surprise three years ago, when I started dating Gerry and discovered Presley was one of the stars on his dad’s team.

Since then, I’ve tried every way to avoid contact, but it wasn’t always possible. The only silver lining is that my ex and Pres hated each other with a passion, which made my efforts to keep my distance easier.

Maybe Gerry is the only person who despises Peter Presley more than I do, though the reason was never clear to me.

Interrupting my thoughts, the player signals the bartender and, seconds later, an ice-cold beer is placed in his hand. Easy as that.

“Since you have everything under control, I’ll be on my way.”

I make the mistake of looking sideways. The brown eyes are staring at me with their perpetual mocking air, and a small smile curves the corner of lips that are the perfect proportion for a male face. Neither too thin nor too full.

His brown hair with coppery highlights is messed up in a charming way, like someone who got out of the shower in a hurry and just ran his fingers through it, not bothering to comb it. His muscular body is covered by a tight black t-shirt and jeans that fit him terrifyingly well, almost as if they’d been sewn around his thick thighs.

I blink three times, angry. The last thing this insufferable man needs is to know that, as much as I despise him, I can’t deny he has abnormal good looks.

“Don’t let the door hit you,” I mutter, only because I get mad at myself every time I allow myself to notice that bastard’s appearance.

Presley gives a little chuckle and walks away with his beer mug in hand. I huff and stand on my tiptoes, trying—once again—to get the bartender’s attention. After another five or six minutes, I finally succeed. Balancing my drink, I start making my way back through the crowded bar.

“Tills!”

I hear Louise’s voice. I smile and walk in that direction, bumping into people.

“God, finally.” I set my glass on the table and wrap my friend in a hug. “Only you could get me to come to this hellhole today.”

Lou laughs.

“It’s for a good cause.” She looks in Travis’s direction. “We’ll make the announcement later tonight.”

I grab my drink back and take a long sip, desperately needing the alcohol. At that moment, I see Gerry in the left corner, wrapped around the same woman I caught him with four months ago in this goddamn bar. I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

“Are they still together?” I ask, unable to curb my curiosity.

Lou touches my shoulder.

“Yes, friend. I wondered if I should tell you, but I decided it was better not to. The less you feed this story, the better. Gerry is the past.”

“She’s the team’s marketing manager, right?” I ask, even though I know the answer. “She was hired almost six months ago. Sometimes I wonder how long that son of a bitch was cheating on me.”

Louise makes me look at her.

“Does that change anything?”

I sigh.

“No.”

“Then bury that asshole for good, Tills.” She looks around the bar. “It’s full of hot guys here, you could totally hook up with one right in front of him.”

I give a sarcastic little laugh.

“As if he’d care. After I caught him and said I never wanted to see him again, Gerry seemed eager for me to get my things out of his apartment ASAP. Except for a quick, pathetic-sounding ‘I didn’t want you to find out like this’ apology, it felt like he couldn’t wait to be rid of me.” I look again at the couple with their little smiles. “Now I understand why.”

“Friend, I completely understand your anger.” Louise pulls me by the shoulder and kisses my head. “I hate seeing you like this.”

I give a weak smile.

“It’ll pass.”

The celebration continues, fueled by plenty of drinks and good music. I befriend a kind waitress, which guarantees me an unlimited supply of drinks at the table without the hassle of the bar counter.

By around eleven, I must be on my seventh or eighth drink, but who’s counting?

When one of my favorite songs starts, Ava Max’s “Sweet but Psycho,” I pull Louise onto the makeshift dance floor and start moving to the delicious rhythm of the sensual beat. I took dance lessons for years, which allows me to put on a little show.

Vaguely, I notice some eyes on me, but I don’t care. The only thing I want now is to have fun and not think about anything else. One song turns into two, then three, and I only stop when the music is cut off and replaced by Travis’s voice on a microphone.

“Everyone, I know today is a special celebration day for our team, but I have an important announcement to make.”

I notice Lou is by his side, with a dazzling smile that makes me smile too. Trav makes a beautiful declaration of love to his girlfriend, talking about finding the woman of his life, and at the end, the two kiss passionately.

My chest fills with a mix of immense joy for my friends and a tiny pang of melancholy, wondering if I’ll ever realize my dream of having my own family. I feel my eyes burning and step back a little, not wanting to cry in front of everyone.

I go to the bathroom, splash some water on my face, and touch up my makeup before returning to the main bar area. As I round the pool table, I lose my balance a little and feel a strong hand grab my arm. When I look up, I come face-to-face with my personal nightmare.

“You’re welcome, Tink.”

I smile at him, but it’s a sarcastic smile.

“I didn’t ask for your help, Presley.”

He shrugs, still with one hand on my arm and holding the pool cue with the other.

“Then next time, I’ll let you hit the floor.” Pres looks me up and down slowly. “Considering the length of that dress, it’ll be quite a show.”

The music is already low, and the bar is emptier. I hear someone approach and clear their throat behind me, so I turn instinctively. Upon discovering it’s Gerry, I let out a quiet curse.

The universe must be fucking with me. Two imbeciles occupying the same square meter as me is a bit much.

“What is it, Gerry?” I ask, impatient.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?”

Pres eyes him coldly, then looks at me for two seconds and releases my arm, going back to playing with his teammates.

“Make it quick.” I shift my weight, feeling my toes throbbing inside my heels.

A slight dizziness makes things spin, but I blink twice and the feeling improves. I must have drunk more than I thought.

“I saw you crying before you went to the bathroom.”

I frown.

“I wasn’t crying. I got emotional at Travis’s words, that’s all.” Wait, why am I justifying myself? I cross my arms. “But what the hell does it have to do with you?”

Gerry assumes his traditional condescending air.

“I feel a little guilty, Tilly. I know you were upset after our breakup, and you just saw me with Miranda.”

I let out an exaggerated laugh, incredulous at the gall of this guy coming over to tell me these things.

“You think I’m still pining over you? Get a grip.”

He looks around, probably because I’m speaking louder than necessary.

Fuck it. Let whoever wants to listen.

“Tilly, you don’t have to play tough. I know you thought we were going to get married, but I started to realize my feelings might not have been as deep as yours. I know I was wrong not to end it sooner, but...”

“Gerry, I’ll pass on your inappropriate commentary,” I interrupt, just wanting this conversation to be over.

“You’ll end up finding someone more suitable, I’m sure. Give it time.”

He looks at me with a pitying expression that makes me want to choke his thin neck. Hatred and shame mix and exert a dangerous pressure inside me.

On impulse, I say:

“If you must know, I already have.”

His expression shifts to one of surprise.

“Already?” Gerry observes me, then narrows his eyes, clearly doubting what I just said. “And why isn’t he here?”

Oh, shit.

Why did I say that? I’m a terrible liar when sober, drunk then...

I straighten my posture, trying to sound confident.

“We haven’t gone public with our relationship yet.”

Gerry looks at me with a mocking little smile.

“Is that so?” He tilts his head to the side and crosses his arms. “How... convenient.”

That’s all I needed. On top of the shame of being cheated on and everyone knowing, now my ex-bastard will know I invented a relationship just to show I’m doing great, when in fact, I’m not. The fact that this has much less to do with him than with myself and my plans for the future is irrelevant. Gerry will still think I’m pathetic.

I look away, thinking what to do. At that moment, my eyes meet Pres’s, and only then do I realize he was probably listening to everything.

Excellent. One more person to witness my humiliation.

Instead of breaking eye contact, I remain locked on the brown irises. This mix of alcohol, shame, and the magnetism this man exerts keeps me paralyzed, as if under some kind of trance.

The silence stretches so long that Gerry turns around, following the direction of my gaze. Seeing who’s there, he lets out a forced laugh.

“Oh, no. Don’t tell me you’re saying you’re dating that troglodyte now.”

Pres turns his head slowly, facing my ex.

“Would that be a problem for you, Wilson?” he asks, with impressive calm.

My heart starts beating faster and I can’t think straight. It’s as if there’s a cloud over my brain, scrambling my thoughts.

Presley isn’t implying anything. Is he?

Gerry looks back at me, his expression furious.

“Not him, Tilly.” The phrase comes out through clenched teeth, his jaw tight. “Anyone but him.”

His pale skin is turning red. I’ve never seen my ex-boyfriend so unhinged, but I can’t deny it brings me a delicious wave of satisfaction.

“And why not?” I cross my arms and my lips curve into a little smile. Out of nowhere, I’ve started to enjoy this conversation, even though it involves an absurd scenario where my ex is jealous of me with the imbecile Presley. “I’ll be with whoever I want, Gerry Wilson. Stop being ridiculous.”

Gerry is getting more and more unhinged. First he huffs, then he grabs my arm tighter than he should. Moving closer, he starts to murmur:

“I’m serious, Tilly. Not this guy. I forbid it.”

“You what?!” The statement is so pathetic I start to laugh.

At that moment, Presley takes a step toward me, pushes Gerry away as if he were an inconvenient mosquito, and pulls my waist with a muscular arm.

“Baby, I think we shouldn’t hide it anymore. Everyone will find out sooner or later.”

My dizziness worsens significantly and the bar starts to undulate.

Baby?

What the hell is he doing?

I look toward Gerry, who looks about to explode. I open my mouth to say something, but Pres is faster. After a victorious little smile directed at my ex, he laces his fingers through mine.

“Let’s get out of here.”

The next instant, I begin to be gently dragged out of the bar.
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CHAPTER 4
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Pres

“YOU KNOW WHAT? YOU two deserve each other.” I hear the distant voice behind us and don’t even try to hide my wide, satisfied grin.

Seeing the look of fury on that imbecile’s face when he thought I was hitting on his ex was the best feeling I’d had in a long time. Even the fact that I’m doing a favor for the most insufferable girl I’ve ever had the misfortune of knowing became secondary.

Speaking of the girl, we’re halfway to the exit when she digs her heels in, forcing me to stop and look back.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Tilly half-whispers, half-shouts, if that even makes sense.

“What do you mean?” I ask, not understanding. “I saved you. You’re welcome.”

She puts her hands on her hips.

“Saved me?! You just made up some absurd story about us, which I definitely did not agree to.”

I stare at her, mouth agape.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. You’re the one who first implied we were together; I just went along with it.”

“I didn’t imply anything!” The crazy woman is almost yelling now. “I just let him believe whatever he wanted.”

A few acquaintances start looking our way. I don’t think they can hear the conversation, but it still doesn’t seem like a good idea to have a screaming match in the middle of the bar.

“Come on,” I order, guiding her out with a hand on the small of her back.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” the stubborn woman protests, locking her body in place.

“Oh, yes you are. We’ll talk outside.” When she keeps resisting, I point in the direction where that asshole Wilson is now talking to his dad. “Unless you want to go over there and give your ex the satisfaction of knowing it was all a lie.”

Tilly hesitates for two seconds before huffing and walking by herself toward the bar door.

Jesus Christ, this woman...

I follow, without saying goodbye to anyone. People are engrossed in their conversations and don’t seem to notice us leaving.

As soon as we hit the empty sidewalk, she crosses her arms.

“Care to explain what that was?”

“Not here, I already said. We’ll talk somewhere else.”

“Where?” she asks, suspicious.

I flag down a passing cab and open the door. When she remains rooted to the spot, I huff.

“What do you think, I’m going to kidnap you? It’s more likely I’d pay good money to have you taken away from me. Just get in the damn car.”

She glares at me as if I’m a heartless tyrant and we get in. I give the driver my address, and he pulls away slowly.

“Where are we going?” Tilly insists, pressed against the door to maintain the maximum possible distance from me.

It would be funny if it weren’t so ridiculous.

“To my place.”

Her mouth drops open in horror.

“I am not going to your house!”

I sigh, tired. I’m not so sure anymore if the pleasure of seeing Wilson’s dumbfounded face is worth all this.

“What do you think I’m going to do? Attack you?”

Tilly raises her eyebrows.

“Considering you just invented a relationship without my consent, I wouldn’t put anything past you.”

Okay, that’s enough.

I lean my torso toward her, which makes her eyes widen.

“Let’s get one thing perfectly clear, Tink: I have zero intention of having anything to do with you, much less touching you. The only thing I did was do you a massive favor by providing an alibi for your lie.”
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