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Chapter 1

 

 

ELI 

 

It’s not often that Lou calls me into his office in the middle of a sparring session. I figure it must be important, something to do with the fight. 

“What is it?” I say, still wearing my boxing gloves. 

“There’ll be a journalist hanging around here for a few weeks. They want to do an interest story on you.” 

“A what?” My guard is already up. A journalist? What the hell for? 

Lou stares back at me, his saggy, wrinkly skin hanging from his face. At times, he reminds me of a turkey. “This is publicity. You don’t have Garrison’s pulling power. We need this.”

The hell we do. I shift uneasily from foot to foot. “I don’t need it.”

“You do need it. It’s the Chicago Daily Herald, kid. You should be honored.”

“So?” I say, with a careless shrug. “So what?” 

“So shut the hell up and pretend nobody’s around.”

I stare at Lou in disbelief. I’m training for a shot at the World Heavyweight Championship title next month against Trent “The Tank” Garrison, the current champion. Nobody expects me to win; I’m the underdog, and a long shot, and I got this chance by pure luck. 

But Garrison has everything to lose.

I have nothing.

The last thing I need is a journalist hanging around here watching me and asking stupid questions. 

“How long?” I ask.

“Up until the fight.”

“A month?” I shake my head. “What the fuck are they hoping to do here for that long?”

“Calm down, Eli. Quit getting so riled up.”

“But, a month?”

“They’re writing an interest piece spread over a few days of the fight. Be grateful.”

My face twists. This is bullshit. 

“They want to write about your training regimen, see what you’re made of. You should be thankful, kid.”

Thankful is the last thing I feel when my manager’s telling me that some busybody is going to shadow me for an entire month during the run up to the fight. 

Hell no.

“I don’t need a distraction.”

“Ignore him. Pretend the guy, whoever he is, isn’t around. You do that to most people most of the time anyway.”

I ignore the snide comment. “He better not come to the training camp.” It’s the week before the fight. Lou’s taking me to Dwayne Banks’ house for my most intensive training yet. I spar and fight and hone my technique here in the boxing gym where I’ve been coming for the last six years, but Lou says the final weeks we’re going to build my strength and stamina at Dwayne’s place. Apparently it’s in the middle of nowhere, and a four-hour drive from Chicago. 

“Okay. Done. Don’t let this get in your way. You’re Chicago’s New Hope, Eli,” he reminds me, “You have other things to think about.”

That’s exactly my fucking point. 

Chicago’s New Hope. 

I grit my teeth. They’re calling me that because Garrison is from the Bronx. Whoever coined this phrase is being nice, but I’m not stupid. Behind my back I know what everyone thinks.

I’m a poor bastard who doesn’t stand a chance.

I tap my gloves together, because I’m itching to get back to the ring. Santos is waiting. “Is that it?” 

“Can I count on you to be nice?” Lou asks. 

I take a deep inhale because his request still pisses me off. “This isn’t school, Lou. I don’t have to be nice to anyone.” Not that I was nice to anyone aside from Nina, much. Even my foster parents, and there were many over the years, struggled to cope with me. 

He wants me to say ‘yes’. The hell I will. I need to focus. I need to keep my wits about me and my eyes on the prize, and the prize is the title of the world heavyweight champion. It doesn’t matter how I got this chance—sheer luck many have said, even directly to my face. You won’t last more than two rounds, others have told me. But I have a chance at this, and I’m going to prove everyone wrong. 

I remember one of the janitors at Grampton House. Dennis Swain was his name. I used to shiver when he walked past us. Nina would tug at my hand and keep me close by her side. 

I grind down on my teeth and shake my head. This fucking random and unwanted thought has sliced into my brain when I least expect it. Sweat drips down my neck and back. “I’ll try.”

Lou nods, more in relief than anything else. “Now get back to the training. We need you ready for the big night.” 

“I am ready,” I mutter under my breath, as I turn to leave. I was born ready. Born to good-for-nothing, sack-of-shit parents. My sister and I deserved better. When I win, when I get the money, things will be better. 

I climb back into the ring, bristling with rage, and a few seconds later, my clean left hook sends Santos flying to the mat. 

 


Chapter 2

 

 

HARPER

 

“Elias Cardoza?” I frown, because the name is vague enough that I’ve heard it, but I can’t put a face to it. “Is he a pop star?” I ask Merv. 

My boss huffs out an irritated breath. “He’s a boxer, right here from Chicago. How can you not know that?”

“Because I don’t watch boxing.”

Gerry tries to hide his laugh, but I catch it. 

“You need to start watching this guy. Everyone’s got an eye on him, and he hasn’t lost a fight this year.” Merv pauses for effect, but I stare at my nails, noticing that the color has chipped and I’m going to have to run into one of the nail salons during my lunch hour to get it fixed. Or maybe not. I have an article that needs to be finished in the next hour. 

“Are you paying attention?” His tone is harsh. It’s like he’s still pissed that I got this job instead of his nephew. 

“I always pay attention.” I force a smile because I know this annoys him even more. I swear to God, I don’t know why I’m still in this job two months down the line. This guy is looking for any excuse to fire me so that he can tell everyone how useless I am. Only, I haven’t given him the chance because, despite my designer suits, and matching bags and shoes, I can still deliver nitty-gritty news when I need to. I never miss a deadline and it surprises many people. They think I’m an airhead, and I’m so not. This is what Merv thinks. I feel as if he’s constantly trying to test me, but my father’s on the board—which is probably another reason for Merv hating me—and he can’t really fire me. 

“That’s your next assignment. Think you can handle it?”

I have a million reasons why I don’t want to handle it. I don’t know the first thing about boxing, and I hate the idea of it; two grown men knocking one another to pieces. It’s barbaric and shouldn’t be allowed. But I smile sweetly, because this asshole of a man finds things he knows will test me.

“Of course I can handle it.” Then I wonder what Gerry’s doing in here, and why Merv is only addressing me about it. “What about Gerry?” I ask, nodding in his direction. Gerry’s a senior editor here, and sort of like my mentor. 

“Gerry suggested it would be an interesting story for you to do. You can shadow Cardoza for a month in the run-up to his fight.”

“A month?”

“You can get up to speed with boxing, while writing an in-depth piece on him,” Gerry explains. “It will be a good experience for you, especially since this fight is going to be huge. Cardoza’s not going to win, obviously, but we’ll get a lot of interest because he’s a local guy. Garrison is the clear favorite, and the bigger draw, no question about it.”

“But a month?” I ask, thinking back to the Rocky movies and images of a dirty and dingy little gym rush to my mind. I don’t particularly want to shadow a boxer in a place that smells like a boys’ locker room all day long. Why couldn’t I cover a gala fundraiser event or something more interesting?

“I want you to immerse yourself in this guy’s daily routine. Our angle of interest is that Cardoza’s a local boy. They call him Chicago’s New Hope and, trust me, we wouldn’t be doing this if he wasn’t from here. This kid has come from nowhere, and if he goes on to win the fight, it’s going be a huge upset.”

Gerry interrupts with a smirk. “He’s not going to win,” he says smugly. “Cardoza got this fight because the other guys got disqualified.”

Merv frowns. “He might surprise us.” Gerry shakes his head again, as if this is ridiculous. 

Merv laughs. It’s the usual part-condescending, part-being-polite laugh he usually reserves for me, the one where I can’t tell if he’s being a dick, or if he’s suddenly remembered that my dad sits on the board and it’s because of him that Merv has to be nice to me. 

“You start tomorrow. It’s all been arranged with his manager, Lou McNeilly. He’s the trainer manager, and he owns McNeilly’s Gym.”

“Tomorrow?” I ask, feeling slightly anxious. They’ve definitely thrown me in at the deep end. I have a lot to research, especially since I have no clue who this guy is. 

“You’ll do,” Merv says, resting his head in his hands, arms wide open as he rocks back in his chair. “You’ll be fine.” 

I don’t bother to question what he means by that, and I especially don’t like the way he looks me up and down; as if he thinks I don’t know that he’s checking me out again. He’s a sick and dirty old man. So many of them are. I shudder, and thank my lucky stars that unlike most people, I don’t have to work if I don’t want to. 

At least I show up to work and do the work. Truth is, I don’t want to rely on my father all my life. I want to make it on my own. He helped fund my Ivy League education and, yes, he bought my apartment in one of the most affluent parts of the city, but that’s what all parents do. I can’t help it if my parents helped me. 

 “What does he look like?” I ask. Merv throws a folded paper across the desk. I stare back at a guy who looks angry. But then my heart skips a beat as I rake my eyes over his chest. I skim over the article headline and see that this is a shot of him in the ring after he’s won a fight. He’s wearing a don’t-fuck-with-me glare, and his hands are down by his side, his eyes a riot of fury. My heart skips a beat because this guy has abs that are so beautifully sculpted that I’m tempted to trace my finger over the paper. 

I would have probably done that had Merv the Perv not been watching me. 

“I think she likes him,” Gerry says, grinning. 

“He looks familiar,” I say, trying to cover my embarrassment. He doesn’t look familiar at all, and I can’t believe I’ve almost drooled over the paper. 

“Get to know him, Harper. Make him trust you.” These are Merv’s parting words to me. 

“Looking forward to it?” Gerry asks when we leave the office. He’s always checking to see if I’m okay. At first I thought it was because of my dad, but the more I get to know him, the more I realize that Gerry’s making sure I settle in okay. Maybe he’s trying to make up for Merv’s thinly veiled hatred of me. In any case, Gerry reminds me of a kid who always wants to please his mom, or his schoolteacher, except that he’s in his late forties, I’m guessing, and he’s been here longer. Yet, for some reason, he seems slightly in awe around me, and I don’t know why. 

“It’s a bit sudden,” I say. “Telling me the day before I start.” 

“That’s because we had someone else in mind.” 

“Then why am I running with this?” There are others here with so much more experience than me.

“This will be good for you. Merv reckons you might be better in getting more information out of Cardoza.” He coughs and looks embarrassed. “As opposed to a guy, but I have no idea why he’d think that, especially in this day and age.”

Merv the Perv. I wince. “I know nothing about boxing,” I say.

“You’re not on your own, Harper. Maybe we can get together for lunch or something once you’ve settled in? You can let me know how you get along.”

“Sounds good.”

I go back to my desk and prepare to get better acquainted online with Elias Cardoza.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

 

HARPER

 

I left the Louboutins at home even though the black Chanel suit looked better with four-inch heels. I wasn’t sure what to wear, and was almost tempted to wear my old casual clothes. I didn’t relish the idea of all that sweat and dirt from the gym being all over my business suits. But, I eventually decided on a pantsuit that looked chic, and didn’t look too bad with my Converse sneakers. 

I arrive at McNeilly’s Gym in a part of Chicago I’m not too familiar with. When I walk in, a musty, damp-ish smell assaults my nostrils. I count four boxing rings, two of them occupied. There are a handful of people scattered around, mostly young guys. 

I can see an office in the corner, diagonally across the open-plan floor. The door is closed, but I can see from the half-windows around it that there’s a guy inside. He’s on the phone, walking around. The guys in the gym glance at me, and then get back to what they were doing. 

I’m insignificant, even though, or perhaps because, I’m the only woman in here. 

“Can I help you?”

I turn at the sound of a soft voice. It’s another guy, old enough to be my grandpa, from the looks of it, and he has the same soft manner about him.

“I’m from the Chicago Daily Herald,” I tell him, and hold out my hand. 

“Ahh,” he says, his eyes lighting as if this now makes sense. “I’m Ernesto,” he shakes my hand. 

“Harper,” I say, smiling, because he’s made me feel welcome. “Harper Lindstrom.”

“Lou said we’d be expecting someone, but I wasn’t expecting a woman,” he says. There is nothing untoward in that sentence. Nothing sexist or slimy. It’s just a fact that he points out. “I’m pleased to meet you, Harper.”

“This is kind of a new experience for me,” I say, finding myself immediately drawn to him. 

“I don’t suppose boxing is a sport you have much interest in? My granddaughters don’t like it much either.” His smile puts me at ease.

“It seemed like a good opportunity, interviewing Elias Cardoza,” I say, hoping to get an insight into the man.

He nods. “Eli will take some getting used to,” he says, and it doesn’t seem like a warning because his eyes are soft. 

I want to ask him what he means by that but he says, “Let me take you to meet Lou.” Before I can say anything, he motions for me to follow him, so I do. 

Nobody bats an eyelid as we walk past. The guys fighting in the ring carry on. I sense that nothing, not even a hurricane, would shift their focus. 

Ernesto knocks on the office door, then opens it without waiting for a response. The other guy is still on the phone, and he hasn’t even looked up as Ernesto and I hover around the open door.

“He’s always on the phone,” Ernesto whispers.

I smile, because there’s not a lot I can say to that. Instead I look behind me at the gym area, and see if the boy wonder is here. 

“Those are some of the regulars,” Ernesto explains, lowering his voice. “There’s Santos and Jake,” he points to two guys stepping into the ring. “They’re Eli’s sparring partners. The rest,” he gesticulates at the other guys, “are regulars. Some come with their trainers. Lou only trains and manages Eli, and he’s always busy, because he owns the gym. I try to help out, but he’s busier than ever now that Eli’s got this fight.”

“Is he ready?” I ask, because I’m not sure what to say until I’ve met the man, and then I can gauge how I’m going to get through my month here. 

“I believe he will be more than ready by the time he steps into that ring.” 

“What can I do for you?” I turn around. Phone guy is off the phone and fixes me with a questioning look. 

“This is Harper,” says Ernesto. “She’s from the paper.”

“You’re from the paper?” This new guy isn’t repeating it, he’s asking it as if it’s a question, as if he’s shocked. 

“Yes.” Suddenly I feel self-conscious, as if I’m not properly qualified for this assignment. I’m used to it, but I feel slightly out of place. 

“Lou,” he says, “I’m Eli’s manager.” He eyes me as if there’s a problem. I’m relieved I had the sense to wear my dark pantsuit instead of my pencil skirt, and that I swapped out the heels for my sneakers. I wish I’d gone easy on the makeup, too. It’s probably not a good thing that I’ve come in looking all dolled up, because I feel way too overdressed for this place already. 

I bet Merv knew this. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that he was probably even cheering for it. 

“I’m Harper Lindstrom.” We shake hands, and I shake harder than usual. 

“She works for the Chicago Daily Herald.”

 “I’m aware of who she works for, Ernie, I was the one involved in the discussions.” He gives me a smile, but still looks at me as if he doesn’t know what to make of me. 

“Go get Eli, will you?” Lou asks. 

“No, don’t,” I say quickly. The reception from Lou hasn’t been so great, and I’m worried about meeting Elias. I’ve read that boxers are focused, and train like crazy. “I don’t want to disturb him.”

The two men grin at each other, and I have no idea what’s so funny. 

“You should meet him. It’s better you get this over and done with now,” Lou insists, and nods at Ernesto to go bring him. 

“What do you know about boxing?” Lou asks as soon as Ernesto leaves. I’m beginning to think that he and Merv must have been separated at birth, because they both seem to regard me with the same level of condescension. 

“Well… I don’t know much,” I say, deciding that it’s better to confess. “But this isn’t so much about the techniques of boxing, as it is about the man who’ll be fighting the current heavyweight champion of the world. This story is inspirational to say the least, especially knowing about Elias’s past and how he came from a broken home.” 

“You did your research, eh?” Lou asks, walking back to his desk and sitting down. Then he turns to some paperwork which is lying on his desk and diverts his attention there. I’m left feeling as if I’m not important since he can’t even spare me a few minutes of his time. I consider that rude given that I’m going to be here for a while. 

I glance at my fingernail and wonder if it was worth getting my nails painted again yesterday given where I am today. Would it really matter in this place?

Lou’s still engrossed in his paperwork and doesn’t even look up at me, but I’m not left hanging for long because the door flies open and Elias Cardoza walks in. 

His face is dotted with sweat, and he’s still wearing his boxing gloves. The room seems to shrink because it feels as if this guy takes up so much space. He’s not huge. There are no bulky, football-shaped muscles on him, but there are tattoos. Beautiful tattoos all over his chest. I can’t stop staring. 

He’s lean, and toned, and a sheen of sweat coats his naked torso. He’s not a beast, but his presence is overwhelming in that suddenly small office. 

I forget to talk. I forget to breathe. 

He ignores me, even though I’m standing directly in front of him, and instead, he stares at his manager. 

“Eli, meet Harper Lindster,” says Lou.

“Lindstrom,” I correct. 

“That’s right,” says Lou, making no effort to get my name right. “Harper, meet Eli, the next heavyweight champion of the world.”

With this glowing break-the-tension introduction, I expect Elias’s face to soften, but the guy throws me a look of pure loathing. I hold my breath because I’m not relaxed enough to breathe. It takes me a few seconds before I inch forward. “Nice to meet you,” I say, but I stop myself from lifting my hand. Even if he wasn’t wearing those boxing gloves, something tells me this guy wouldn’t want to shake my hand. 

He observes me with suspicion. If he’s surprised that I’m a woman, I can’t tell. In fact, I don’t think that face of his is capable of expressing surprise. He’s hard, and impassive, and he looks pissed even though, as far as I’m aware, I haven’t said or done anything offensive.

“Don’t worry, I don’t intend to get in your way,” I say, to fill the awkward silence that slithers around me. I feel uneasy and I can’t tell if it’s because my body is on high-alert due to his blatant dislike of me being here, or if it’s because I’m reacting to this man’s overt sexuality. 

I have to admit, he has an aura about him, something physical, and sexual, that rolls easily off his bare skin. I don’t think he’s aware of it, because he’s not looking at me as an object of any remote interest whatsoever. 

He’s looking at me as if I just messed up his day. 

“Remember what we talked about, Eli?” Lou says. Ernesto coughs lightly. The moment stretches out painfully.

“Yeah,” Eli says. How he manages to make that word sound offensive is beyond me. 

I try to smile, then look at Lou for instruction. Actually, I look at Lou because I can’t look at Elias. I don’t have these types of reactions to people. Not even when I’ve had a few drinks. I’m always in control of my emotions. I always keep it together, no matter what, but I don’t understand why my heartrate just sped up. 

“Harper will be here for a month, Eli. Be nice.”

“You already told me.”

Elias’s voice is richer than I would expect for someone so young; he’s twenty-four, if I remember correctly. His voice, coupled with his bare-chested torso, turns my brain to pulp. 

“She’s not going to be in your way,” Lou tells him. 

I take the cue. “I’m not,” I tell him in a rushed voice that I barely recognize as my own. “I’ll be so discreet that I’ll be invisible,” I say, and volunteer a smile. But he scowls at me. Nothing moves on his face. No upturn of lips, or the blink of an eye, and yet he’s scowling at me. I can feel it. 

“Good,” he growls, then exits the room. 

Ernesto gives a laugh, and the tension in the room breaks. “Don’t mind him,” says Ernesto, tapping me on the shoulder from behind. He’s been standing near the door the entire time. “He’s not the friendliest of guys.”

“You can say that again.” Friendly isn’t a word I’d put within a ten-mile radius of Elias Cardoza. 

“You’ll get used to it,” Lou adds. “Just give him his space.” 

I want to ask them both how they expect me to find out about him, and his motivations, and his routine, how they expect me to get information about his fighting methods and his mindset if the guy doesn’t want me anywhere near him?

“You need anything?” Lou asks, clearly eager for me to leave so that he can carry on with his work.

Even if I did, I wouldn’t be asking him. “No,” I reply.

“Come on,” says Ernesto. “Lou’s another one that doesn’t like people much.” He raises his eyebrow at the man. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

As we leave the office, I notice that Eli has stepped into the ring with a guy. 

“Let’s find you a place to sit, and get you settled in,” offers Ernesto, and I feel a sense of relief.


Chapter 4

 

 

ELI

 

A woman? You have to be kidding me. What the hell was Lou thinking? I hated this stupid idea before, and now I hate it a million times over. 

She looks as if she belongs behind the perfume counter at one of those fancy department stores. 

I don’t want her here, and I sure as hell don’t want her following me around for a month. 

After my sparring session with Santos, I climb out of the ring and see that she’s got a desk over by the wall. 

That’s all I need. 

I walk over to one of the benches and start taking off my headgear and gloves. I see Ernesto coming towards me, and instinctively I can tell he’s not amused. 

“That wasn’t nice.” 

I put my gloves down and say nothing. 

“Can’t you try to be civil?” he asks, leaning against the wall with his hands behind his back. I glance over to the side. Princess is tapping away on her laptop. 

“She doesn’t belong here.”

“It’s publicity for you.”

I grunt. “I don’t need her to get me publicity.”

“Garrison’s got the media and the people on his side. Who have you got?”

My head jerks towards him and I’m too taken aback to give him an answer. Ernesto never has anything bad to say. “I don’t even know who the fuck this Harper Lindshit is.”

“Lindstrom.” 

“She’s a woman. What does she know about boxing?”

“That’s her problem, not yours, Eli.”

“She’s my problem.”

“How? I don’t see her doing anything to you,” Ernesto answers so easily that I’m starting to question his loyalty. 

Then I remember his two teenage granddaughters, and I reckon Ernesto is getting all protective over the princess because she reminds him of them. He brought them to the gym once because they wanted a picture with me, and autographs, and a million selfies. Come to think of it, the eighteen year-old wanted my number, when Grandpa wasn’t looking, but I lied and told her my girlfriend wouldn’t be too happy about that.

“Try to be civil, that’s all Lou’s asking. He’s not expecting you to take her out on a date. Who knows, she might have something nice to say about you.” He walks away before I get the chance to make a comment.

Just then she looks up and catches me staring, I turn my back since it wasn’t her I was specifically looking at. 

I need to take a shower before I go to Frankie’s Kitchen, a diner a few blocks from here, to have lunch. But before I head over to the locker room, I knock on Lou’s door and walk in. I have things I need to say.

“You never said it was going to be a woman.”

“I’m as surprised as you, kid.”

“Are you sure she’s in the right place?”

He laughs. “She’s going to be a real test of your mettle.”

“She’s not supposed to be anything,” I spit back. “She’s only going to be a pain in my butt. A distraction. Can’t you see that?”

“It’s exposure for the gym. It will help us attract more talent to this place.”

“You need more new blood?” 

“A gym always needs new blood.”

Unbelievable. I’ve given this guy more exposure than he’s ever had, and now that I have the biggest fight of my life before me, he’s going to get the biggest exposure yet. He should be grateful for me, instead of trying to find more fighters. 

I sulk silently because it’s better than exploding with all the anger that’s been building inside me ever since he introduced me to her. 

“She’s good for business, Eli.”

“She looks out of place.”

“Then don’t look at her,” Lou growls.

I can block her out, because that’s how I survived. I blocked out the stuff that didn’t matter, and held onto the stuff that did. 

But even so, the idea of Harper watching my every move for an entire month makes my blood boil. 

 


Chapter 5

 

 

HARPER

 

It’s the end of my first week here. I’ve only been here for four days but it feels like two weeks. And I haven’t managed to speak to Eli yet. 

I’ve tried. Meaning I’ve tried to get his attention. Each time I’ve tried to catch his eye, he avoids looking at me. It’s plain to see that he hates me being around, and I’m giving him time to get used to me. I haven’t yet been able to summon up the courage to walk over to him and talk to him, but I can’t leave it too long. I don’t even want to begin to imagine what Merv and Gerry would make of this situation. 

“You don’t look too happy.” It’s not that Ernesto is a master of observation, it’s just that I don’t hide my feelings or wear my mask well. 

“I’m not getting anywhere,” I confess. “I’m supposed to be writing an information piece on Elias Cardoza, Chicago’s New Hope, and I have nothing.”

“Mind if I sit down?” Ernesto asks, his hands resting on the wooden slat of the empty chair opposite me.

“Please,” I say, grateful for the company. He’s been good to me, so I can’t complain. After all, he’s the one who got me this small table from his own office. I didn’t even know Ernesto had his own office. I suppose office is too fancy a word for this small room with a tiny window. It’s next to the utility room. He’s given me his desk because he claims he hardly ever uses it. He says he’s got no time to sit down and do nothing because the gym is falling to pieces and there’s something to fix every day. 

He set me up with this tiny working space not long after I arrived here. My desk is next to a power socket, so that I can recharge my phone or plug in my laptop when the battery’s about to die. 

Ernesto sighs heavily. “So, Eli’s not giving you anything, huh?” It so happens that Eli saunters past us at that very moment. He’s in jeans and a sweatshirt, and he’s late today, I notice. I usually get here first thing in the morning and then pop back to my office during the day if I need to, and then I pop back here in the late afternoon. 

“Not even a ‘hello’,” I complain. Still, I’m up to speed on this guy’s training regimen and his diet, but I got none of that from him. I got it by talking to everyone around him; Lou, Ernesto, Santos and Jake, who are part of his training team. I also discover more information online. 

None of this is from the man himself. And he still avoids looking my way or acknowledging my presence. “He doesn’t open up.”

“He doesn’t talk much,” agrees Ernesto. His eyes are soft, and brown, and offer me a glimpse of kindness that I’m not used to here. Lou hides away in his office, and Eli still looks at me as if he wants to gouge my eyes out. I might have been a novelty the first week I was here, but now the rest of the boxers are used to me, and I’m as good as being part of the furniture. I’ve even dressed so that I fit in. Jeans, shirts, and sneakers. 

“What’s he hiding?” I ask, then smile to add a touch of softness.

“You’ll have to ask him.”

The way he says it puts me on high alert. “He won’t give me an inch. I can’t reach him.”

Ernesto tilts his head, as if agreeing. “It’s a boxer’s instinct.”

“I’m a journalist. I’m here for a reason. He’s the interest and he’s not giving me anything.” I think back to a few days ago when I tried to make conversation with him, and he ignored me completely. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone so rude before. 

“Tell me about you,” Ernesto asks, and because I know since I’ve worked around enough creeps, I can see his request is genuine. He’s being polite, making me feel at home, or trying to, at least. 

He wants to know about my job, and how long I’ve been here, and about college and whether I liked it. He tells me he has two granddaughters and that’s why he’s asking, on their behalf. I can tell he dotes on them by the way his face lights up when he talks about them. So I tell him, and he asks me if I enjoy my work. 

“I’m never bored,” I reply, and I truly mean that. I can’t see myself sitting in an office doing admin work, or crunching numbers, but doing investigative work is exciting. At least I think it is, in this early stage of my career. 

“This must be strange for you?” Ernesto throws a glance around the room. “Maybe you’d prefer to cover more glamorous stories?”

“Elias Cardoza’s story is interesting,” I say, because it is. It could never be glamorous, in the way most celebrity stories are, but it is definitely interesting. “He’s Chicago’s New Hope, after all.” 

“He’s going places, that’s for sure,” Ernesto replies, his voice full of conviction. “And he’s really not so bad, once you get to know him.”

“He’s not giving me a chance.” I glance over at the punching bag that Eli is hammering hard right now. 

“Give him time.”

“We’ll be into the second week soon.” At this rate I won’t have much to do, and my being here, in order to have access to Eli, seems pointless.

“Gimme a minute,” he says, then gets up and strides over to Eli. He has his back to us and it’s wet. Sweat rolls off it. He hits the punching bag so hard that I can hear the sound even though I’m at the other end of the room. 

He stops when Ernesto says something to him. I’m so glad that Eli’s back is to me. If he could see me now, he’d give me a withering look even from where he is, and I’d feel the hate in it. 

But then Eli turns around. I want to sink into my chair, and become part of the ugly, uncomfortable plastic. I instinctively sink lower, my shoulders slumping as I pretend to stare at my laptop screen. My phone beeps, signaling an incoming text and I check. It’s Gerry and he’s asking if I want to meet up with him for lunch one day next week.

Yes. I text back. 

While I’m at it, I check my emails as well. “Go talk to him now,” Ernesto says, interrupting me with his return. 

I swallow, and look up to see the beast beating the punching bag like someone deranged. I’m not so sure I want to go over to him right now.

“Now?” I ask, my voice a whisper. “He looks busy.”

“He’s annoyed that you’re going to take up his time.”

I’m not convinced listening to Ernesto is a good thing. “Go on,” he urges. “He’s finishing off on the punching bag. You can grab him now.”

I don’t want to grab him now or later, but it’s what I’m here for, and I don’t have a choice. 

Ernesto leaves, and I waste a few minutes trying to still my heart. I don’t understand this, why I’m feeling nervous, or why my heart is behaving like I’ve run a marathon. Nothing fazes me, and I hate that this does. That he does. So on the count of three, I raise myself, and then walk over to Eli, feeling a complete phony as I try to look confident. He moves from the punching bag to the speedball. 

I wait, like a dutiful butler, and watch from behind as he punches the speedball. My eyes take in the wide span of his shoulders and my gaze rolls over the dips and curves of his muscles. Each time he moves, the muscles flex. It’s easy to see because his skin is taut; there are no layers of fat. I hug my arms, feeling self-conscious. 

He lifts his hand and effortlessly tap, tap, taps the ball. His left hand slightly raised, his right going at it with a gentle rhythm. I’m mesmerized because he makes it look so easy.

Then he stops and turns around abruptly, as if he’s sensed my presence. It has to be that, because I haven’t said a word, or made a noise. I’ve been too enthralled checking him out and trying not to hyperventilate. 

This is not me. I am not that pathetic whimpering little woman whose heart goes to pieces when she sees a man who is to be admired. Eli isn’t drop-dead movie-star gorgeous, and I’m not one to be fixated on a man’s body, and yet, with this man, this feral, raging beast before me, something happens to me that is beyond my control. 

His eyes widen and he fixes me with that what-the-fuck-do-you-want look. 

I was going to smile but in the face of such resentment, a smile seems weak. “I wanted to ask you a few questions, if I could,” I say, and then realize that he hasn’t said a word; he’s asked no question. He hasn’t even moved a muscle as he faces me. This, I now understand, is his silent threat. It’s how he deals with predators, nosy people, intruders, opponents. Anyone. Or maybe just me. It’s as if he sees me as an opponent. That’s not the way for me to gain his trust.

Then I smile. 

And he doesn’t.

It is impossible to remain optimistic, and hopeful, in the face of such adversity. 

But I’m a pro.

“Five minutes,” he says, and before I can stumble from the shock, and before it dawns on me that five minutes isn’t enough time, he’s walked away. He heads towards the locker room. 

“I can’t go in there,” I mutter to myself, then look over my shoulder. It’s a relatively quiet day, and I don’t care if there’s anyone else inside. Elias Cardoza just gave me five minutes, and I’m going to make the most of them. 

 


Chapter 6 

 

 

ELI

 

She watches my every move and I hate this. How does Lou not see how pointless it is having this journalist snooping around?

I’ve given her five minutes. I wasn’t sure she’d follow me into the locker room, but she has. It’s a sign of how desperate she is. 

Somewhere over my shoulder, I can hear the sound of the shower running. I glance at her and she looks at me with those doe-shaped eyes. She already looked out of place in the gym, but in here, she’s full-on like a fish out of water.

I start to take my gloves off, using my mouth on the first glove. 

“Do you want me to help you with that?” She stares at me, and then the gloves. I hold back a snort. How does she think I usually manage?

“That’s your first question?” I ask, managing to release my hand. I take the other glove off. I notice she doesn’t have anything on her, no notebook, no pen. Not even a phone. Guess I must have caught her by surprise. “What made you go into boxing?” she asks, folding her arms as she sits down on the bench. 

Yawn. Yawn. Yawn. The same old boring question. Boring is good, though. It could be worse. “I like to fight.”

“Why?”

“I’m not an office guy.”

If she’s annoyed by this, she doesn’t let on. Instead, she stares up at me. 

Her hands are splayed on the wooden slats on either side of her. I’m itching to strip down and dive into the shower. I’m sweating like a pig, but by the way this woman is staring at me, she doesn’t seem to care. I take a step towards her so that if she looks up at me, her face will be level with my groin. I can see this causes her some unease. It’s not that I’m close. Nowhere near. But I’m close enough. I try not to smile too much, but seeing her squirm turns this into a game. And then she pisses me off with her next question. “Tell me about your early years.”

“Which part?” 

“When you were taken away by child protective services at age two, I believe.” 

I swallow. She’s done her homework and I hate that she’s bringing this up. I don’t want to talk about that stuff.

I don’t want this out there. I’m trying to forget that part of my life. My story is compelling, I get that, but people don’t know the half of it. 

“Things weren’t so great at home,” I reply, poker-faced.

“What happened?”

Before I can answer, I hear a noise behind me. I turn around and Callum’s out of the shower and standing there buck naked except for a towel he’s using to dry the rest of himself with as he’s walking. He stops dead when he sees the journalist in front of me. 

“Oh,” he says, but doesn’t bat an eyelid or make any attempt to cover himself up. He simply turns around and heads towards his side of the locker room.

I turn around and find myself looking at the princess. Her face has turned red. 

“So, uh… your… uh… your home life?” She struggles to stay calm. I watch her, finding it amusing, and, given that this isn’t a topic I want to talk about, I tell her, “Your time’s up.”

“But we’ve barely had—”

“I told you, five minutes.”

“How am I supposed to get any information out of you if you won’t cooperate?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Cooperate?” She’s talking like a cop. I walk over to the locker on her right and open it. 

“What can you tell me about growing up?” she asks, sounding indignant. She was calm, chilled and mellow a few moments ago, but seeing Callum naked has thrown her off course. This suits me perfectly because I have zero interest in telling her my life story. I owe her nothing, and whatever deal she and Lou had, I don’t give a shit. “How else am I going to write anything about you?” she asks, when I don’t answer.

I don’t care, seeing that it’s not my problem. 

“I need to take a shower,” I tell her, throwing her a glance over my shoulder. She’s furious. Her cheeks are still red, and I wonder if it’s because I’m being a real dick to her, or because she had a chance to look at Callum’s dick. I snicker inwardly at my own joke. 

“What’s so funny?” she asks, not losing it, not raising her voice, but I can detect her internal struggle because her voice is shaky. 

“Lady, I gotta shower, and if you don’t leave, I’m gonna strip in front of you. It doesn’t bother me.”

She’s fuming now. “You were in a children’s home from a young age,” she says, ignoring me.

“I was.” And if that’s how she’s going to play, I can do the same. I peel off my boxing shorts, then my training pants and groin protector. I have my back to her as I do this, so I imagine she’s staring at my butt cheeks right about now. 

She won’t follow me into the shower, because I’m certain she can’t be that desperate for a story. Still, I’m well aware of what women can be like. There’s something about a boxer, and a winner at that, that gets their panties wet.

“Tell me about that time?”

The hell I will. 

There is only one way to shut her up. I turn around and face her, in my full naked glory. 

Her gaze dips.

Then she blushes, and I see it, her gaze softens. Her lips part, and though I don’t really hear it, I know she’s exhaled by the way her chest dips. And even though I’m not inside her head, I can see how long it takes for her gaze to shift upwards to my face again. 

She stands up. Narrows her eyes. “I’m not following you into the shower,” she announces in a tone that makes me realize she might have interpreted this as a move.

Screw you. That’s the last thing I would ever do, make a move on someone like her. 

I grab my towel and head into the shower.

 


Chapter 7 

 

 

HARPER

 

I walk out of the locker room thinking of all the many awkward situations I’ve been in, and Elias Cardoza stripping in front of me and not batting an eyelid has to be up there at the top.

I don’t have him down for being a sleazebag. He’s not a player. I can tell because I’ve been around guys who think they’re God’s gift to women. Elias isn’t one of those guys, so the fact that he stripped off like that can only mean one thing; he doesn’t like me poking around in his business. The guy doesn’t want me here. Nobody thinks he’s going to win and I can see the steely determination in his eyes. He wants to prove everyone wrong. If he loses, he’s going to pin that on me.

This assignment is getting worse with each day, and I feel deflated. 

“Any luck?” Ernesto asks me, as I sit back down at my small table. It’s not even a proper desk, and it wobbles, and this adds to my frustration, but I manage to smile at Ernesto and tell him, “Yes, thanks.” It’s enough to have him go about his business, this time with a toolkit in his hands. He seems to be the handyman around here, fixing everything that’s broken. There’s not a day that I’ve seen him not fixing anything. On closer inspection, the gym is falling to pieces. Paint is peeling from the walls, and the wooden floors and doors look as if they’ve seen better days. Even the equipment is old and shabby. It is nothing compared to the high-tech bright and shiny gym that’s around the corner from my apartment. Hard to see a place like this spawning a world champion, but Ernesto told me that Lou had trained another champion, a middleweight, many years ago. He reckons he can do it all over again but with Eli, and this time for the heavyweight title.

A few days later, Gerry wants to meet up to see how I’m getting along. Ernesto recommended a place which is a stone’s throw from the gym, so that’s where we decide to meet. 

It’s lunchtime and the place is busy. It takes a while for us to place our order and in the meantime Gerry wants to know what it’s like being at the gym. I play down the friction I’m feeling from Eli, but hint that it’s not easy. 

“You can’t get him to open up?” Gerry asks, as if this is a big surprise.

“He’s a stubborn little shit.”

“Shit?” Gerry raises an eyebrow. “You’re not supposed to say that about the person you’re interviewing.”

I shrug and place my hand around my glass of lemonade. “Well, he is.”

“Merv and I thought you’d be in awe of him.”

I shoot my gaze up at him. “Why?”

He gives me an isn’t-it-obvious look. “Look at him. He’s a boxer. Isn’t that appealing to you young ladies?”

I shake my head. “Not really.” Gerry doesn’t need to know that Eli’s physical appearance makes me go weak at the knees. 

I suppose I should be grateful that the guy is stone cold towards me. It helps keep me grounded. And a one-way attraction helps. Even if my attraction to him is steeped in hate most of the time. 

“He must have given you something?”

An eyeful. The locker room scene is still vivid in my head. Eli’s body is beautiful; every inch of it and it’s an image I can’t seem to shake from my head.

I could get carried away with my fantasies if he showed me even a molecule of niceness. Instead, I’ve gotten only a few short sentences from the guy. “Not a lot,” I reply, gritting my teeth together. 

This isn’t working out, really it isn’t. Merv is going to come down on me like a ton of bricks. Maybe that’s why he put me here in the first place.

And then I see him. He’s sitting a few stalls down on the across the aisle, and he’s with someone. A woman. I catch her staring at me staring at Eli, and I look away. Is she his girlfriend? And I don’t know why that annoys me a little.

 

 

 

ELI

 

I noticed her dirty blonde hair first when I walked in. She had her back to me and didn’t see me, but she was sitting with a ginger-haired dude. I can’t imagine he’s her boyfriend, he looks way too old, but he’s smartly dressed, and money talks. 

I sit down a few tables ahead and across the aisle. Nina waits for me, if she knows I’m coming, so that we can eat together. It’s a thing we have. It’s not fixed, but she knows I’ll come by around noon—if I’m going to eat—and she’ll wait for me. It’s one of the few times we get to catch up. Sometimes she’ll invite me over in the evening, and eat early just so that it fits around my timetable. 

“Who are you staring at?” she asks, when I glance over my shoulder. I assumed I was being discreet, but I forget how observant my sister can be. 

I turn back around. “No one,” I state, but Nina’s gaze flicks over my shoulder.

“The blonde? You’re checking out the blonde?” 

“She’s not blonde,” I say quickly. “Wheat colored, more like.”

“But you were checking her out.”

I don’t want to explain that I know Harper, so I move the conversation back to Nina. 

“Have you decided on your next course?” She’s recently finished a bookkeeping course and now wants to try her hand at something else. She attends a lot of night school classes and is always trying new things, but she hasn’t yet settled on any one area of expertise. I see how we’re similar in wanting to better ourselves. I chose boxing but Nina’s still trying to find her vocation. For now, she’s happy to waitress at Frankie’s Kitchen until she can turn things around. 

“Not yet. I need to save up, but I’m thinking maybe I’ll try theoretical physics.”

I chortle. “What the hell is that?”

“Don’t know yet. I’ll find out when I take the course.”

“It sounds painful. And shouldn’t you be doing courses in stuff you can get a job in?”

“It sounds interesting. Besides, it’s not as if I’m giving up the waitressing.” 

I wish I could lend her money. I wish I could make things easier for her, but I don’t have much myself. Even after this fight, I don’t imagine that the winnings will be super huge, especially when everyone else has had their cut. But at least I’ll get something. 

She won’t need to worry about money too much once I hit the big leagues, and Trent Garrison is my ticket into that world. 

“I can help you out after the fight,” I tell her. “After I win.” 

She grins. “Of course you’ll win, and I will ask you then.”
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