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Delilah

        

      

    

    
      Duke Baldwin makes me so fucking hot. He’s on the cover of Sports Illustrated this month, dressed in his Washington Capitals jersey, wearing his usual cocky smirk. He grips his hockey stick in his left hand, and his muscles flex beneath the tight fabric. I practically drool on the front cover, which would suck if I did—because I was looking forward to spending some alone time with Duke.

      As I flip through the five-page spread about the sexy captain, I fan myself with my free hand. Duke makes hockey worth watching. Every time he throws a player against the boards, I imagine he’s doing it to me.

      Sitting on the edge of the tub, I test the water temperature. The house is quiet at this hour. My daughter is sound asleep in her bed. And after the day I had, I need some much-needed Mommy Time.

      I set the magazine on the floor and begin to undress. Duke’s piercing blue eyes look up at me as I strip away my clothes. His wicked smirk sends a shiver down my spine. As I peel back the layers, I imagine Duke’s hands on my skin. I envision how it would feel to kiss his full, perfect lips.

      I slide into the warm, bubbly water and reach over the edge for the magazine. With my other hand, I drag my fingers along my arm. Heat travels beneath my fingers as I continue my slow exploration. On the second page of the article, Duke is shirtless, wearing shorts that sit low on his hips, exposing the V line of his abdomen.

      My eyes follow the light trail of hair that runs down his thick chest and dips beneath his shorts. I lick my lips, thinking of Duke as I grab the shower wand and turn on the jets. I slide my hand into the water. His handsome face is on every page, those bright blue eyes haunting me. I suck in a deep breath from the pleasure that rushes over me. My heart speeds up, and a pulse-pounding surge of energy causes my body to tingle.

      The door opens a crack, but I ignore it. Strange things happen in this old house all the time. I lean my head back, imagining what it feels like to grip Duke’s big shoulders, how it would feel to ride him like one of his puck bunnies. My toes curl from the wave of adrenaline that shoots through my body. I’m so close to finding my release that I can almost see the finish line.

      “Mommy, what are you doing?” I glance over at Max, who rubs the sleep from her eyes with her tiny hands, and my jaw hits the floor.

      Panicked, I attempt to stand and drop the shower wand, but I hit the edge of the tub instead. Shit! Water shoots across the room, showering both of us. It looks like Old Faithful just erupted in my bathroom, blasting the walls with a steady stream.

      Max screams when the warm water hits her in the face. The wand is uncontrollable, rolling back and forth as I reach for it. A wave hits the opposite wall and bounces off, splashing Max as she turns her back to me.

      “Mommy, make it stop!”

      I finally get a good grip on the wand and submerge it as I turn the knobs. Why didn’t I think to turn off the water first? And I’m supposed to be a doctor? This is not my finest moment.

      I jump out of the tub and wrap Max in my towel, dripping onto the floor. So much for my relaxing night to myself. I had it all planned out—the bath, my favorite bottle of red wine, and an hour of Netflix before bed. Now, I’m going to spend the rest of my night cleaning the bathroom. This is my life in a nutshell. Don’t grow up, it’s a trap.

      After I get Max’s wet pajamas off her, I dry her hair and body and then wrap her in the towel. She shivers and leans into me for warmth.

      “Mommy, why were you playing with the shower wand?”

      “I was just checking to make sure it still works.”

      It definitely does the trick!

      She gives me a confused look. For a ten-year-old girl, Max is as smart as a whip and always knows when I’m lying. Her fascination with Google and YouTube makes it a lot harder for me to conceal the truth from her. At least this is one situation she can’t Google.

      “C’mon, baby,” I say, pressing my hand to her shoulder. “Let’s go to your room, so you can pick out your PJs.”

      I glance at Duke’s face on the bathroom floor. The pages are soaked through, the ink blurred from the water. I take one final look at Duke, and then I lead Max down the hall toward her bedroom.

      One day, after she’s gone through all of the shit I have in my life, Max will understand why Mommy has to spritz her lady parts in the bathtub. For her sake, I hope she doesn’t end up like me. I thought I had it all figured out. Turns out, nothing in life ever goes according to plan.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






Duke

        

      

    

    
      Marcel waves his hand to get my attention. The bar around the corner from our house is more crowded than usual. I push my way through the throng, ignoring everyone as I head toward the bar. A few local girls grab my shirt, calling out my name. With only thirty minutes to kill before I have to call my sister, I shake them off me.

      Lucas leans against the brick wall, right below the electric green beer sign. He tips a bottle of Heineken to his lips, and when his eyes meet mine, he raises it in the air. Benji is next to him, talking to a skinny blonde with long legs.

      Marcel shoves a beer at my chest. “You’re late.”

      “It won’t take me long to catch up to you lightweights,” I quip.

      He shakes his head. “Dickhead.”

      “That’s Captain Dickhead to you.” I lean against the bar and drain the rest of my beer in one gulp, slamming it down on the counter. “You want another?”

      Marcel sets his empty bottle next to mine. “Yeah, you can buy us a round.”

      I flag down a busty brunette bartender and groan when Shelly comes in her place. Shelly flicks her red hair over her shoulder, jiggling her tits in my face as she leans forward.

      “Hey, Duke,” she purrs. “It’s been a while. What can I get you?”

      We spent a drunken night together last year. Since that night, she hasn’t given up hope that she has another shot. Never going to happen. Shelly is a little too crazy, even for a booty call.

      “Another round for the boys,” I say as I hand her my credit card to start a tab.

      As their captain, I’m usually on their ass about drinking during hockey season. But Lucas’ birthday is today. I told the guys they could have one night to chill before we have to get back to work.

      Shelly fists four beers and lowers them to the bar in front of me, giving me an even better view of her rack. I’m a man. Of course, I like sex. But nothing Shelly does will ever get my attention. In my defense, I was wasted that night. I’ll never get that shitfaced again.

      “Hey, Cap,” Lucas says to me, nudging me in the arm with his elbow. “What took you so long?”

      “Family stuff,” I tell him. “I can’t stay long.”

      I wave Benji over. With an annoyed look, Benji peels himself from the blonde. She glances over her shoulder at me, her nose scrunched. Lucas drapes his arm over my shoulder, weighing me down with his heavy body.

      I pass the beers to my teammates. “To Lucas.” I raise my bottle in the air. “Happy birthday, bro.”

      Marcel and Benji join in, and we tap our bottles together. I take a big gulp, wishing I could stay a little while longer. It’s not often I get to relax. During hockey season, I rarely drink, unless it’s a special occasion like this one. But my sister sounded all-business when she asked to have a family meeting over the phone. The concern in her tone still worries me.

      The blonde saunters over to us, attaching herself to Benji as she drags him back to their seats. He follows behind her like a puppy dog, which is unusual for him. Benji never settles on just one woman when we go out together. This girl must be special, though I personally can’t see the appeal. She has a nice ass, a pretty face, and a decent rack, but nothing that would turn me into a love drunk asshole like him.

      “What’s up with Benji?” I ask no one specific.

      “That’s the girl he’s been talking to online,” Marcel says. “He’s whipped already.”

      “Like you have room to talk,” Lucas shoots back. “You’re all wifed-up now.”

      He snorts. “I’m not married.”

      “Not married yet,” Benji challenges. “Shay carries your balls around in her purse.”

      A howl of laughter shakes through me.

      Marcel’s cell phone rings, and he can’t answer it fast enough. “Hey, baby.” He turns his body away from us, covering the side of his mouth with his hand.

      “C’mon,” Lucas says, steering me toward the end of the bar. “Let’s get away from these losers.” He tips his head toward a group of girls. “I need a wingman.”

      Five women in their twenties are sitting at a high-top table by the window, whispering to each other as they look over at us. Girls are so obvious. Why don’t they just come over here if they want to talk to us?

      “I’m good,” I say, not the least bit interested.

      “What?” Lucas cocks an eyebrow at me. “Don’t be a little bitch.” He slaps me on the back, attempting to push me forward. “It’s not my birthday if I don’t get to strip down to my birthday suit.”

      I don’t move a muscle. “I can’t. I have to call Kat soon. She sounded weird on the phone.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose between his fingers and sighs. “You’re such a buzzkill. We have one night to celebrate, and all of you are acting like pussies.”

      “Fine,” I say. “You have me for twenty minutes, and then I gotta head home.”

      He groans. “Dude…”

      “I’ll be back after I talk to Kat.”

      Lucas taps my beer bottle with his.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, I’m on a conference call with my dad and siblings about to have a full-blown panic attack. I should have stayed at the fucking bar.

      “I’m pregnant,” Kat says.

      My heart stops the second the words leave her mouth. There’s no way Kat is pregnant, not my baby sister. My dad and three younger brothers are on the line with us. The tension between us is so thick you can cut it with a knife.

      Teeth gritted, I close my eyes and try not to think about how I failed her, how I didn’t do my job, how I didn’t protect my sister.

      “Did you say you’re pregnant, Kat?” Dad sounds confused.

      Okay, so she did say it. I didn’t imagine those words.

      “Yes, Dad. I’m pregnant. I wanted to tell all of you in person, but our schedules never line up.”

      With each of us living in different cities, we only see each other for holidays and during the summer break. It’s not unusual for us to have family meetings over the phone, but I hadn’t prepared myself for this news.

      “Are you sure?” Dad says in a hushed tone.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Kat declares.

      “Did you go to the doctor?”

      “Yeah, Dad. I have a blood test and a sonogram that confirm my pregnancy.”

      Another awkward silence passes between us.

      “I’m coming home,” Austin says in an authoritative tone. “I can take you to your appointments.”

      After our mother died, I became the father to Kat, Theo, and Travis. Austin, the sensitive one, assumed our mom’s role. Our dad was rarely home because of his professional hockey career. Even when he wasn’t playing hockey, he kept his distance from us. He couldn’t deal with losing the love of his life. So, Austin and I split the household duties in an attempt to make up for the lack of parenting in our house.

      Cradling the phone against my shoulder, I ball my hands into fists, wanting to smash everything in my bedroom.

      Austin sighs loudly into the receiver. The twins are whispering, their voices muffled.

      “How long have you known?” Dad says.

      “Not long.” Kat sounds relieved to get this off her chest while I’m so angry I want to set my bedroom on fire.

      “Honey, why would you keep something like this from us?” My dad pauses for a second. “I’m gonna be a grandfather…”

      He sounds excited. All I feel is rage bubbling inside me like hot lava about to erupt from a volcano.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” Kat says in a hushed tone. “I should have told you sooner.”

      “I don’t get it,” Theo says. “How could you get pregnant? Is immaculate conception a real thing?”

      Kat snorts. “Do I need to give you the birds and the bees talk again?”

      “You had sex with someone?” Theo says.

      “With who?” Travis sounds equally confused. “You never hung out with any guys other than us and… Dean.”

      Dean? Motherfucking Dean Crawford. I knew they were more than friends. For years, I’ve tried to tell my sister that her so-called best friend wanted more than friendship from her. Or was she lying to us all along?

      My heart slams against my ribcage, my pulse pounding so hard and fast my vision blurs. When I’m on the ice, this surge of energy helps me play better. But now, I feel like I’m going to blackout.

      Walking away from the window, I plop down on the bed to keep my knees from buckling. “Who’s the father?” I say through gritted teeth.

      I need to hear her say Dean’s name, so I can kick his ass.

      “Yeah, who’s the father?” Austin says.

      The twins echo the same question.

      “Do you guys promise not to flip out?”

      “No,” I snap.

      I’m already flipping the fuck out.

      “I haven’t told him yet,” Kat says.

      “Kat, who’s the father?” Austin says. “Just tell us. We won’t get mad.”

      “Dean,” she whispers.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I can’t contain my anger any longer. “All this time, you tried to convince me that you weren’t fucking that asshole, and then he knocks you up and leaves you to deal with a baby by yourself?”

      “He didn’t leave me, Denny. Dean doesn’t even know.”

      Kat is the only person who still uses my real name.

      “You and Dean?” Austin sounds confused. “So, you guys were together?”

      I hold the phone in front of my mouth and yell, “Aus, are you that fucking clueless? I’ve been trying to tell you for years.”

      “Knock it off, Duke.” My dad never raises his tone unless he’s mad or trying to make a point. “Don’t talk to your sister and brother like that.”

      “Sorry, Dad, but this is bullshit,” I spit back.

      “Kat, I’ll be home in a few days,” Dad says.

      “Me, too,” Austin says. “I can stay for a few nights.”

      “Please don’t say anything to Dean. Any of you. I haven’t had a chance to tell him yet.”

      “He’s dead the next time I see him,” I growl.

      “Denny, please don’t do anything,” Kat screams.

      “I can’t make that promise right now.”

      Before anyone can get in another word, I end the call and throw the phone across the room. It shatters into pieces that fall to the floor. Fuck it. I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone, anyway.

      I thought I did everything right with Kat and the twins. But I screwed up. She’s only a few months out of college and now pregnant with that asshole’s baby. I never thought Kat would date a professional hockey player, not after everything our mom went through with our dad.

      I close my eyes and try to block out the pain, the feelings, and everything swimming through my head and chest. My muscles relax after a while, my body coming down from the rush of adrenaline. Sometimes, I think my anger will swallow me whole. If it weren’t for hockey, I would have no outlet—no way to expel some of this rage.

      An hour later, Marcel pushes open my bedroom with his cell phone in his hand. I share a house in the Washington D.C. area with Marcel, Lucas, and Benji. They’re Canadian and only live here during hockey season. I usually go home to Chicago, where my dad played hockey for the Blackhawks. It’s a tradition for my family to spend the summer together. But now, all of our lives are about to change, Kat’s most of all.

      Marcel runs a hand through his thick, dark hair and then shoves the phone at me. “It’s Austin.” He glances at the broken pieces of my cell phone scattered along the carpet and shakes his head. “Dude, you need to get a handle on that. How many phones have broken this year?”

      “That was the tenth.”

      When I get mad, I tend to lash out and throw whatever I can find. I can’t control myself. Blinded by fury, I see flashes of color and then snap.

      “It’s better than someone’s face.”

      He gives me a strange look and then forces his cell phone into my hand. Annoyed that Austin resorted to calling Marcel, I sit up and raise the phone to my ear.

      “I’m not in the mood, Aus.”

      “How could you do that to Kat?”

      I laugh at his question. “Are you kidding me right now? I didn’t do shit to Kat.”

      “Duke, your reaction was horrible. She’s scared. She needs us. And you flew off the handle like you always do and made her cry.”

      “Shit,” I grunt. “I didn’t mean to… I wasn’t expecting—”

      “None of us were,” Austin interjects. “But you have to deal with the reality that Kat’s pregnant. She’s having a baby!”

      “I can’t believe she was with that asshole the entire time.”

      “I don’t think she was,” Austin admits. “Kat said it only happened recently.”

      “So she gets pregnant by the first guy she hooks up with?”

      “Yeah,” he sighs. “That’s what I got from Kat.”

      “Fuck. How did this happen, Aus? I thought we… We should have…” My chest feels like it’s going to collapse as I choke out the words.

      “Duke, just fucking breathe. Stop hyperventilating. She’s not mom. Kat isn’t dying. This isn’t the end of the world.”

      Austin is the only person who understands me well enough to pull me out of my head. I don’t know how I would have raised Kat and the twins if Austin weren’t there with me. Our childhood sucked. For most of our lives, we either watched our mom slowly die or had to take on our delinquent father’s responsibilities.

      “Duke, listen to me,” Austin says with authority. “Kat can do this. She’s strong like mom. I know you don’t like Dean, but he’ll take care of her. You know he will. It’s not like we haven’t known all along there was a possibility of them being together.”

      “Guys like Dean don’t have female friends,” I mutter. “I always knew he wanted to…” I can’t even finish my thought I’m so pissed off.

      “Why did you turn off your phone?”

      “I broke it.”

      He sighs. “Again? Seriously, bro, you need to chill the fuck out.”

      “My anger gives me a competitive edge,” I say with sarcasm in my tone.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Don’t do it.”

      He knows me so well.

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” I lie.

      “You’re playing in Philly next week.”

      Dean is in his rookie year with the Philadelphia Flyers. Kat and Dean don’t even live in the same city anymore, which means he probably got her pregnant when he visited our house over the summer. Fucking asshole.

      “So,” I mutter. “And you’re in Philly next month.”

      “You know what I’m getting at. Kat will kill you if you rough Dean up.”

      “Like he wouldn’t deserve it? He knew what he was doing with Kat. She deserves so much better than Dean Crawford.”

      “He’s not a bad guy. You just never gave him a chance.”

      Austin is the nice brother. He’s the one everyone goes to when they need their hand held, or their ass wiped.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Austin says to break the silence. “We all want to kill Dean right now. But try to put your bullshit aside and do the right thing for Kat. She needs us.”

      “Yeah,” I say to brush him off. “I’ll try.”

      We’ll see how I feel when I see Dean next week.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






Duke

        

      

    

    
      Fueled by anger and adrenaline, I skate down the ice with one goal in mind—take Dean Crawford out of the game. End his career. There’s nothing I’d love to do more than wipe the ice with him. After getting my baby sister pregnant, I have a few punishments in mind.

      Kat and Austin begged me to leave Dean alone. For a split second, I had considered it. I was planning to respect their wishes. But the second I saw Dean on the ice tonight, I knew I couldn’t let him get away with what he did to Kat. He needs to pay for being so reckless with my sister.

      I’m the one player on the ice you don’t want to mess with unless you have a death wish. Almost everyone in the NHL has had the pleasure of a Baldwin Beatdown. I solve problems with my fists and not-so-subtle checks into the boards that earn me a lot of time in the sin bin. And Dean’s pretty-boy face is about to get introduced to my fist.

      My sister and her child deserve better than the asshole I am desperately trying to catch. But he’s fast. If Dean is good at one thing, it’s running away. Not this time. For the past week, I’ve had the number twenty-four burned into my brain. Ever since my sister confessed that Dean is the father, I waited for this night to come.

      I catch up to Dean at center ice. He looks over his shoulder at me and switches the puck to his weak side. Peeling the gloves from my hands, I throw them on the ice along with my stick. I grab Dean by the collar of his jersey. He attempts to skate away, still in possession of the puck, but as he squirms, he only makes it easier for me to get him to where I want him. Those in attendance at the Wells Fargo Center cheer when I slam Dean into the boards, causing him to lose his balance.

      Marcel comes up from behind us to steal the puck from between our legs, giving me enough room to handle my family business. With a firm grip on Dean’s collar, I tug hard enough that he falls backward and into my chest. I give him a shit-eating grin that he returns with his jaw clenched in anger.

      “This is for Kat and the baby,” I growl into his ear. He looks confused, so I add, “She’s pregnant, you fucking scumbag.”

      The defeated look in his eyes tells me everything I need to know. He knows he screwed up. No one messes with the Baldwins, most of all, Kat. She reminds me so much of my mother, despite being rough around the edges. Mom made me promise I would take care of Kat and my younger brothers. Messing up Dean’s face is an act of love, a tribute to my sister and our family. Every minute in the penalty box will be worth it.

      Dean’s jersey slides up his back as I slam his pretty-boy face into the Plexiglas. He spins around, still struggling to break free from my grasp, and I hit him with a right hook to the jaw followed by a jab that forces him to his knees. I don’t loosen my grip, not even for a second. Bending over Dean, I land a few more punches, which bloody the ice before two linesmen grab my arms.

      I’m not done with him, not even close. The cheers from the crowd grow louder as I fight the linesmen off and knee Dean in the face. His lifeless body goes limp, and then he falls to the side, his blood smearing the ice. As I throw my hands up in victory, my fist accidentally collides with the jaw of the linesman behind me.

      What did I just do?

      I forgot about the officials waiting to drag me off the ice. The remaining officials are now shoving me out of the way, as doctors rush onto the ice to look at Dean and the linesman I knocked out cold. Everything around me becomes a blur. My teammates surround me, screaming words I can’t make out.

      Some of the Flyers are circling us, with their gloves off and sticks laid down, hoping to get a clean shot at me. My teammates assemble around me to block the other players, even though I don’t need them to shield me from the beating I now deserve. The last player who hit a linesman lost a month’s worth of pay and earned a hefty suspension.

      Was knocking out Dean Crawford worth the money? You bet your ass.

      Before tonight, I was already one of the deadliest defensemen in the NHL. This fight only solidifies my bad boy persona that keeps players at a distance. My dad will be pissed. But I don’t care. Smashing my fist into Dean’s face was cathartic.

      Ever since my dad’s retirement from the league, he’s worked as a commentator for the NHL Network. An incident of this magnitude makes him look bad, especially when he’s the one analyzing this game, probably at this very second. Oops! Sorry, not sorry, Dad.

      As I exit the rink, I don’t bother to look at a single person. I can sense my coach’s disapproving scowl without looking over at him. I have a habit of acting before I think. Now, it’s time to face the consequences.
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        * * *

      

      After I got ejected from the game, the league suspended me for twenty-games. I wish I could say that I regret what I did. I should feel bad for busting open Dean’s pretty face.

      My coach slams the door behind him, leaving me alone with Tom Hartwell, the Capitals general manager. Coach laid into me for an hour. He’s furious with me but made it clear he wants me back on the ice.

      Tom leans forward and folds his hands in front of him with an intimidating stare. “I have good news and bad news.”

      My heart races so fast I can hardly breathe as it attempts to claw its way out of my chest. I cross my arms and lean back in my chair to get comfortable.

      “Just rip off the Band-Aid and give it to me straight,” I say.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I talked to the owner, smoothed things over, but this is your last chance.”

      I tap my fingers on the chair. “What about playoffs? Will I still be eligible to play?”

      “You’ll be back in time… as long as you agree to our terms.” His stare is hard and cold. “Considering what you did, you’re getting off easy.”

      Annoyed, I groan. “You call twenty games without pay or play easy?”

      “Your father had a lot to do with the leniency this organization has shown you. I’ve known Nick since we were rookies. He was a good player and an even better man. I respect him, and so I’m willing to work with you on this matter. The owner is sick of this shit. There was talk about trading you to another team. You’re becoming too much of a liability.”

      My mouth drops in horror. “Not a trade. I won’t go.”

      “You don’t have a choice. Violating the rules revokes some of the provisions in your contract, making it a lot easier to send you to another team. But I fought for you. Your agent went to bat for you, too. Consider this your last straw. You have to work with me. No more messing around, Duke.”

      “Anything,” I stammer.

      I can’t lose my position on this team. My teammates are like brothers to me. We’re a unit, a family.

      “Once a week, until your suspension is lifted, you’re going to anger management.”

      I cock an eyebrow at him. “You want me to go to therapy?” I shake my head. “No, I’m not spilling my guts to some doctor. My dad tried that shit after my mom died. It doesn’t work on me.”

      “I don’t care if it works,” he growls.

      “Twenty games… but that’s over two months of therapy.”

      He shrugs against his chair, his broad shoulders more prominent in the pale blue oxford that hugs his thick chest. Like me, Tom is a big guy and just as muscular as he was in his prime.

      “This is your only option. Enter treatment or face a possible trade. You don’t want to end up like Alex Parker, do you? Look at where messing with the owner had gotten him.”

      I mull over his words for a few seconds and then nod. Alex Parker, my former teammate, confused the owner’s granddaughter for a puck bunny. They had a sex tape of them in a hotel elevator as proof. Talk about embarrassing. Plus, it wasn’t his first scandal, and this isn’t my first suspension for fighting.

      “I guess I don’t have a choice.”

      Tom shakes his head. “Nope. So, what’s it going to be? Make up your mind. Anger management or a trade?”

      I shove a hand through my hair and sigh. “Anger management.”

      “It’ll be over before you know it.”

      I snicker at his comment. Easy for him to say.

      “This could be a good thing for you, Duke. You have a lot of pent up anger you need to get out.”

      “I’m a hockey player. I’m aggressive by nature.”

      Tom laughs. “Look on the bright side. You’ll be back in time for the playoffs. Bide your time and keep your head down. Your dad told me all about the situation with Kat and Dean Crawford. Family issues don’t belong on the ice. Next time you have a problem, take that shit outside. No more screwing around after this suspension is over, or you won’t have a position on this team. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Duke, I’ve known you since you were in diapers,” Tom says, “back when you were missing your front tooth and spit milk on the carpet for fun.”

      I laugh at the memory. I was always defiant, even as a kid.

      “I’ve watched you grow into a talented hockey player,” he continues. “And you’re an asset to this team. But you have issues you need to address off the ice before you can come back. Consider the advice the doctor gives you and use this as a way to learn from your mistakes. Now that you’ve gotten that shit with Crawford out of your system, I expect you to come back mentally and physically stronger and better than ever. No more screwing around. Got it?”

      I lean forward, sinking my elbows into my thighs. “Yeah. So, what quack are you sending me to for the next few months?”

      “The team uses Dr. Devine for cases like these. She’s far from a quack.” He slides a business card across the desk to me. “She’s expecting you tomorrow afternoon. Don’t hit on her,” he says in a firm tone. “You need Dr. Devine on your side if you want to come back. If she tells me this isn’t working out, you’ll be stuck with the second option. So, I would advise you to be on your best behavior.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Why would I hit on my doctor?”

      “Because I know your reputation with women.”

      “It won’t be a problem.”

      He tips his head. “Take a better look at her business card.”

      I lift the card from the desk. Dr. Delilah Devine doesn’t look like any doctor I’ve ever met. Long blonde hair sits right above her large breasts, and wide blue eyes stare back at me. She’s gorgeous, her skin pale and freckled, with only a hint of makeup on her face.

      I shove the card into my pocket and then look at Tom. He’s testing me to see if I can control myself.

      He flashes a wicked grin. “Good luck, Duke.”

      I’ll need it.
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Delilah

        

      

    

    
      Sitting behind my desk, I flip through the report from the Flyers game. Duke Baldwin knocked both Dean Crawford and the linesman out cold, all in less than one minute. I missed this game. My daughter spent that night with her dad while Mommy caught up on some much-needed sleep. With my crazy schedule, I rarely get time to myself.

      Over the years, I’ve watched Duke fight his way to another victory. My ex-husband is Duke’s biggest fan, which also makes him our daughter’s favorite player. Ted forced me to watch hundreds of hockey games with him while we were married. I never paid much attention. Not until Duke became the star of our home team.

      As I read through Duke’s file, I stare at his picture. His short, dirty blond hair is messy as if he styled it that way on purpose. He looks like a sexy caveman, with broad shoulders that fill out every inch of his jersey, the fabric tight against his muscular chest. I wonder what it would feel like to kiss those full, perfect lips, how it would feel to have him handle me the way he does the players on the ice. His bright blue eyes stare back at me, the color so piercing I can’t wait to see them up close.

      Duke is gorgeous, too good-looking to play hockey. The Baldwins have good genes. His father, Nick, was hot when he was younger, and for his age, he still looks good. Nick has the whole DILF thing going on. I bet Duke will too when he’s Nick’s age.

      I scan the pages, looking for something that will help me make a connection with Duke. A patient must feel comfortable with their doctor. Trust is vital in this business.

      With a history of violence and suspensions from the NHL, it’s no surprise that Duke’s records read more like a rap sheet than a list of accomplishments. I can see the pride on Duke’s face after Dean Crawford’s body hit the ice. In one picture, Duke has his arms raised above his head in victory with a smirk. His looks are somewhat distracting, though as I flip through the pictures, his apparent rage stirs something else inside me—curiosity.

      Why is he so angry? There must be a source. Duke has some deep-seated issues he needs to address. Duke’s file included a full medical evaluation, complete with X-rays from torn ligaments and broken bones. In the six years since he entered the NHL, Duke has done some severe damage.

      I mostly work with professional athletes. After helping the Redskins’ starting quarterback get over his drug dependency and subsequent divorce, word spread that I’m a miracle worker for the athletically gifted. That led to my ex-husband using his political connections to score me this gig with the Washington Capitals.

      My practice is still in its infancy, and with the cost of rent in Washington D.C. and my school loans from Georgetown, I need all of the handouts from my ex I can get. Duke isn’t the first hockey player I have treated. Though, he is the first with serious anger issues.

      Five minutes before my session with Duke begins, my secretary knocks on the door. She pokes her head into my office and then steps inside, giggling like a child. I assume she’s lost her mind until I spot the source of her laughter. Duke is behind Rose, looming over her as he grabs the doorframe and whispers something into her ear. Just great. Duke already has my secretary wrapped around his finger.

      I have a strict no-fraternizing policy. As a doctor, I have ethical obligations to my patients, and I expect my employees to follow the same rules. My ex had to pull more than a few strings to get the contract with the Capitals, and I’m not about to have one of my employees mess it up for me.

      “Dr. Devine,” Rose says with laughter in her voice. “Your three o’clock is here.”

      “Thanks, Rose. You can leave us.”

      We exchange a look, one that tells her to keep her distance from Duke. She knows the rules. Rose had to sign a handful of documents my lawyer prepared for her because of my affiliation with professional sports teams. I have fantasized about Duke plenty of times, but I would never cross that line with a patient. It takes years to build a reputation and five minutes to destroy it.

      Rose nods in understanding and then exits my office, closing the door behind her. I press my palms to the refinished wood and step out from behind my desk. As I approach Duke, my tongue goes dry. Every nerve in my body is on fire. His stare is intimidating, and so is his massive frame. He towers over me, his shoulders and arms even thicker in person.

      Duke extends his big hand to me with a cocky smirk plastered on his face. “Duke Baldwin.” His eyes travel from my face to my chest and back to my eyes.

      I flash a warm smile and shake his hand that engulfs mine. “Nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Devine.”

      Our hands linger for far too long before I finally withdraw mine and take a step back. The corners of Duke’s mouth curl up in a lopsided grin. He shoves his fingers through his thick hair that falls back into place, settling on his forehead.

      He studies me like a specimen under a microscope, and my breath hitches when he steps closer, invading my personal space. “You look too young to be a doctor.”

      I point at the wall behind my desk. “My diplomas say otherwise.”

      “So, you were like Doogie Howser, some kid genius?”

      I laugh at his reference to the old television show about a boy who became a doctor when he was a teenager.

      “I’m not as young as I look.” I wave my hand toward the couches on the right side of my office. “Why don’t we get started? The clock is ticking.”

      Duke grazes his bottom lip with his teeth. “How old are you?”

      “The last time I checked, I’m the doctor, and you’re the patient. I’ll ask the questions when we’re in this office.”

      “And when we’re out of this office?” He cocks an eyebrow at me. “How about I ask you questions over drinks?”

      I shake my head. “That’s never going to happen.”

      “You’ll change your mind,” he says with a playful smile. “Eventually.”

      “I don’t date my patients.”

      “That’s a shame.” He winks and then walks past me.

      I knew Duke was a player on and off the ice, but I didn’t expect him to be so forward. We’re not even five minutes into this session, and he’s already hitting on me. I would love to say yes to his offer. Under different circumstances, I would go out with him in a heartbeat. Who could say no to that face?

      Even in the dim light of my office, I can see every dip and crevice beneath the black Under Armour shirt that hugs every muscle of his sculpted abdomen. His shoulders are like mountains. I want to grab hold of them and climb. Of all the pro athletes that have stepped into this office, Duke is by far the most attractive. He has a few small scars on his face, which I assume is from all the fights. Still, he’s gorgeous beyond words. Duke has a certain aura about him that commands the room, forcing you to notice him.

      He waits until I sit in my chair before he positions himself in front of me. Holy shit! Even in black pants, it’s not hard to miss the outline of his dick. Does this man wear underwear? Someone save me. If he doesn’t move, I might pass out from lack of oxygen to my brain. Being this close to Duke and his manhood only makes me think of how long it has been since I last had sex.

      “Either sit or stand,” I say, “but you need to do it someplace other than in front of me.”

      He chuckles. What a jerk. He did that on purpose. Duke sits on the sofa across from me and opens his legs wide. I could punch him right now.

      Is he trying to kill me?

      My ovaries are ready to explode, thinking about Duke without those sweatpants. His big body takes up way too much space as he adjusts himself. Flexing his muscles beneath his shirt, he leans back against the cushions and smiles at me. But it’s more like a cocky smirk that says he knows what I’m thinking.

      I trace the lines down his arms with my eyes and imagine doing the same with my fingers.

      “Do you see something you like, Doc?” He leans forward, his elbows rested on his thighs, pinning me down with his eyes. “Do you need me to give you mouth-to-mouth?”

      Ignoring him, I lift the pen and pad from the side table next to me.

      “You looked like you stopped breathing,” he says with laughter in his voice. “I thought I could offer some assistance.”

      When our eyes meet, he winks at me. I grip the pen so tight my hand hurts. Duke runs a hand through his hair and licks his lips, eyeing me up as if I were his prey.

      I glance up at the clock on the wall and sigh. “We’ve wasted enough time already. Our session begins now,” I say as I set the timer on the table next to me.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “What made you attack Dean Crawford? Let’s start there.”

      He sighs, looking away from me. “Because he deserved it.”

      If he keeps giving me clipped answers, we’re in for the roughest months of our lives.
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Duke

        

      

    

    
      Therapy is a waste of time. After my mother’s death, my dad forced me to see one doctor after another, none of which could get me to open up. Nothing Dr. Devine says or does will get me to talk. She could spread eagle on the couch for me, and I wouldn’t tell her a fucking thing.

      Dr. Devine sits across from me, tapping her right heel on the edge of the table, attempting to distract me. She has nice legs, long and lean, and I bet her skin is soft to the touch. My focus is impenetrable. No matter how hard she tries to break down my walls, they’re staying up. The more she pushes, the more I will fight back. It’s in my nature. That’s what I do to survive.

      “Why do you think Dean Crawford deserved a beating?” Dr. Devine’s tone is harsh and demanding.

      I roll my shoulders against the comfy chair, averting her gaze.

      “Dennis,” she says in a mocking tone, which only fuels my anger.

      “Don’t call me Dennis,” I snap.

      She stops tapping her shoe on the table and crosses her arms. Her lips stretch into a tight line. My sister gives me the same look when she’s mad at me. Kat says I act like a jerk to hide my soft interior, but that’s just what she wants to believe. My little sister has a weak spot for assholes. Hence, why she chose Dean.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love my family with an intensity that scares even me sometimes. I would do anything to protect them, to defend them. In my mind, what I did to Dean was payback for what Kat is going through now. I know it took both of them to make the baby and that Dean would never hurt her. But still, it felt good to smash his face in with my fist.

      “Dennis,” Dr. Devine says again in an even more condescending tone. “That’s your name, is it not?”

      “No one calls me that,” I challenge.

      Not since my mom was alive.

      Kat calls me Denny when she either wants something from me or is trying to get under my skin. When Kat calls me Denny, I don’t mind. It’s like a term of endearment to her. Kat reminds me so much of our mother. She’s so sweet and pure, the spitting image of our mother when she was her age. Dad says that looking at Kat is like staring at old photos of my mom. I think Kat had a lot to do with why Dad stayed away so much when we needed him most.

      All of us remind him of what he lost—the love of his life. Knowing that heartache can make people do stupid things, like ignore their family, makes me never want to fall in love. I never want to feel that kind of pain. I don’t want to get close enough to anyone that I can lose someday.

      Dr. Devine will never know that.

      I can’t share this part of myself with a league-mandated shrink who only wants to expose my secrets and report back to my team. Nope, not going to happen. My secrets will stay with me, locked away with no key.

      “Duke,” I correct, my tone softening.

      “Okay, Duke,” Dr. Devine says. “Why did you viciously attack Dean Crawford?”

      “I’m a defenseman,” I point out. “It’s part of my job.”

      She shakes her head, unsatisfied with my answer. “No, there’s more to the story.”

      “No, there’s not,” I counter.

      “I might not be a hockey expert,” she says, “but I’ve watched enough Caps games over the years to know that you went too far. I’ve examined the game footage. You and Dean exchanged more than a few words as you were hitting him. It looked personal.”

      “He was begging me to stop,” I lie. “That’s the typical response I get.”

      A beat passes where she taps her pen on the notepad resting on her thigh. My eyes drift to her legs, wishing my face were buried between them instead of enduring this conversation. Dr. Devine is the sexiest doctor I’ve ever met. If they had more shrinks like her when I was in high school, I might have opened up more during my family sessions.

      Dr. Devine clears her throat when my gaze lingers for too long. “Duke,” she says, dragging out my name. “If we’re going to spend the next two months together, then we need to get on the same page.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her. “How so?”

      “You can start by being honest with me.”

      “I am.”

      She glares at me, and her knuckles drain of color from gripping the pen so hard. “You’re here because of the fight with Dean Crawford.”

      “Technically,” I say, one finger raised in the air, “I’m here because I knocked out a linesman after the fight ended.”

      “Let me rephrase,” she says. “Was your fight with Dean Crawford personal?”

      “Fine,” I groan. “Yes, Dean did something to me. And he did deserve it. Are you satisfied?”

      I flash one of my boyish grins that make women melt every time. Except it doesn’t work on Dr. Devine. She looks even more irritated as if that were possible. We won’t make it two months together. Why did Tom have to choose her? Of all the doctors in D.C., they could have picked anyone. I’m not spilling my life story to a woman I don’t know, a woman who looks like she wants to stab me with her pen and fuck me at the same time.

      “Look, Doc,” I say. “I can’t tell you the real reason. It’s personal.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” she hedges. “I can help you channel your anger into something more… useful.”

      It takes every ounce of my willpower not to laugh. “How can I make my anger useful?”

      “We have to start at the source,” she says. “It will take some time—“

      “We have plenty of that,” I shoot back with a wicked smirk.

      “That we do.” Seconds that feel like minutes pass before she says, “How about we start over? Take me back to the night of the fight. What did you do before the game?”

      “Same as usual,” I admit.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Which is?”

      “I usually find someplace less crowded, like a hallway or even a bathroom, and watch a few clips of some old Western movies on my phone.”

      Her face is unreadable. Most people think I’m a weirdo when I tell them I like Western movies. She doesn’t even crack as much as a cocky smile. It’s the standard shrink-face, the mask doctors wear around their patients.

      She looks down for a few seconds to scribble notes onto her pad. I would love to know what she’s writing about. Dr. Devine looks up at me, her face giving away nothing. Her bright blue eyes hold mine.

      “Does watching Westerns relax you?”

      “Yes.” I cross my arms over my chest. “You think it’s weird, don’t you?”

      “I don’t judge my patients.”

      I lean forward, digging my elbows into my thighs. “What if I’d said I watch porn before games because it relaxes me?”

      “Whatever works,” she says, doing her best to keep her tone level, though her voice sounds a little shaky.

      “Do you like porn, Doc?” I wiggle my eyebrows to taunt her. “Does it relax you? Excite you?” My lips curve into a wicked grin. “Does it turn you on?”

      I love toying with her, watching her squirm like she’s trying to do to me.

      “We’re not here to talk about me.” She taps her pen on her thigh. “How did you get into Westerns?”

      “My dad loves John Wayne.”

      “Is that why you go by Duke?”

      I nod. “You know your Westerns, huh?”

      She shrugs. “My grandfather was a fan.”

      The Duke was John Wayne’s nickname. My dad called me Duke one day, and it stuck after a while.

      “What else do you do to prepare for a game?”

      “I show up,” I shoot back.

      The corners of her mouth turn up slightly.

      “Would you look at that, ladies and gentlemen,” I say, clapping my hands. “Doc smiles.”

      Dr. Devine ignores me. A few seconds pass as she considers her next question. As luck would have it, the timer on her phone dings.

      “Until next time,” she says.

      Relief washes over me.

      Saved by the bell.
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Delilah

        

      

    

    
      I stare at the clock on my cell phone. As usual, my ex-husband is late to pick up our daughter. He promised Max he would take her to a Washington Capitals game. The game starts in ten minutes. He hasn’t returned any of my phone calls or texts. I hate that Max has to endure this constant disappointment from her father. And I have to sit here, helpless and unable to do anything to make this night better for her.

      Ted is a giant asshole. He only ever cared about how we made him look. His political career takes precedence over every part of his life. Fortunately, Max has yet to realize Ted is fifteen minutes late. I’ve kept her busy, hoping Ted is just his usual fashionably late.

      Max moves across the living room with her plastic hockey stick in hand. She has a look of determination on her adorable face as she slaps the puck across the carpet. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t let her play sports in the house. But I’m hoping this will keep her occupied until Ted bothers to show his face.

      “Mommy, watch!” Max’s face brightens, and her smile reaches up to her big, blue eyes.

      “I’m watching, baby. Let me see your slapshot.”

      Max giggles. “Daddy taught me this.”

      Ted is a huge Washington Capitals fan. Max also loves hockey, probably because it’s one of the few things her dad does with her. Ted is usually too busy at work to spare any of his free time for anything other than hockey. He’s never understood how to bond with Max. She’s a brilliant ten-year-old girl with a quirky personality. Most of the time, Max acts and sounds more like an adult than a child. She has more energy and smarts in her tiny body than all of the adults I know.

      Max pulls her stick back, eyes focused on the puck, and takes her best shot. The puck sails through the net. My girl is more like her father, rough around the edges, and not afraid to get her hands dirty.

      Max drops her stick to the floor and squeals, throwing her hands above her head. “She shoots, and she scores,” she yells as she takes her victory lap across the living room.

      I can’t help but laugh at her display. My daughter is one of a kind. Pretty soon, she starts youth ice hockey. The thought of Max getting hurt terrifies me.

      She crawls across the carpet and reaches into the net. “Max Fairchild for the win,” she says, holding the puck in the air.

      “Great game, baby,” I say with the biggest smile. “You’re going to sweep the competition.”

      She grins so wide it reaches up to her eyes.

      When I found out I was pregnant, Max was the first name that popped into my head. I initially thought she was a boy. With how I carried her, everyone thought she would be, too. And when I saw her, I knew that Max—not Maxine—was the perfect name for her.

      Max takes another lap around the living room and then stops in front of the couch. She grabs my shoulder, using it as support as she jumps on the cushions.

      “Max,” I choke out. “Didn’t I tell you to stop doing that?”

      Max launches herself into my arms, tilting her head back on my lap, laughing like a hyena. “Daddy lets me do this at his house. We play Gladiators.”

      I hold my tongue when it comes to Daddy and his ideas about parenting. As a psychologist, I know that bad-mouthing Max’s father doesn’t do anything for either of us. He has rules at his house, and I have mine.

      “Okay, baby, but we’re not at Daddy’s house.” I kiss the top of her blonde head, and she giggles, squirming in my arms. “And we don’t jump on the furniture here.”

      She rolls onto her side and peeks up at me with the same blue eyes as mine. “Whatever you say, Mommy.” Max gives me one of her lopsided grins. “Can I have chocolate chip cookies?

      I nod in answer.

      Max sits up and drops the puck in her hand onto my lap. “Did you know that hockey pucks are frozen before games to keep them from bouncing?”

      “No, I can’t say that I did.”

      I don’t know where she gets it from, but Max loves to Google random facts and trivia. She knows more useless facts than anyone my age, let alone hers. Max loves to tell me about the things she’s read online. Even her teachers have mentioned her unusual curiosity to me during parent-teacher meetings.

      She takes the puck from my lap and juggles it. “Can we put my puck in the freezer?”

      Her request makes me chuckle. “Your puck is plastic. The ones you’ll use for youth league are made of rubber. I don’t know how much good it will do to freeze plastic.”

      “Daddy says I should simulate the real thing as much as possible.”

      “Of course, he did,” I deadpan with a forced smile.

      If it were up to Ted, I would have an entire freezer filled with plastic pucks. Our house was a mess when we lived together.

      “Where’s Daddy?” Max glances over at the clock on the wall and frowns. “He’s late.” Her bottom lip quivers when she looks at me. “I want to call him.”

      Max knows her way around a phone better than me. I drop my cell phone into her tiny palm, and she dials Ted’s number. It rings and rings, eventually going to voicemail. She hangs up and tries him again with the same result. My heart sinks to my stomach when I look into her eyes. I wish I could take her to the game. If Ted had given us a heads up, we could have planned around his schedule. Instead, he’s subjecting Max to even more disappointment than usual.

      “Daddy,” Max says into the phone. “It’s me, Max. Where are you?” She sniffs, holding back her tears, and I have to do everything in my power not to cry. “We’re supposed to go to the game. Did you forget about me… again?”

      After Max hangs up, I slide my arm across the back of her neck and turn on the television. “How about we watch the game until Daddy gets here?”

      “Okay,” she chokes out. “He’s not coming.” She’s smart enough to know this is another one of Ted’s stunts. “Is he?”

      I shake my head. “No, baby, I don’t think so. But it’s okay. We can watch the game here, and I’ll make you some chocolate chip cookies. How does that sound?”

      She glances up at me with a few tears sliding down her cheeks. “Can I have extra chocolate chips?”

      I wipe her fallen tears away with my thumb. “Yeah, baby, you can have as many as you want. You can even help me make them.”

      She beams with excitement.

      We watch the announcers, who are talking about Duke Baldwin and his suspension. His picture appears on the screen, and my throat just about closes up. Duke is hot with a capital H. His tanned skin, dirty blond hair, and bright blue eyes practically pop off my screen. His shoulders are massive in his picture, his bulky arms filling out every inch of his uniform.

      “That’s Daddy’s favorite player,” Max says with her finger pointed at Duke. “He’s good. He’s our captain. Daddy says he’s the best defenseman in the NHL.”

      “He’s my favorite, too,” I admit, though I would never tell Duke that.

      I’ve watched enough of Duke’s fights over the past few years to get a little hot and bothered afterward. Seeing him in the flesh this week only makes it harder to get him out of my head. Until I met Duke, I never wanted to cross the line with a patient.
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Duke

        

      

    

    
      I hate sitting at home, watching my team play from the comfort of my couch. This is pure fucking torture. My guys are fighting for possession of the puck, struggling to score, and I could have helped them if I were there. Suspension sucks.

      The Bruins are on fire tonight, making my team look like dogs chasing their tails. This is an embarrassing loss to have at home. With a few minutes left on the game clock, my cell phone rings. I set my beer on the table and glance at the screen. It’s my sister, probably calling to yell at me again.

      “Hey, Kit-Kat,” I say, holding the phone to my ear.

      “Denny,” she breathes. “We need to talk.”

      “Look, Kat, I’m sorry about… Well, about everything. I fucked up.”

      “You bet your ass you did,” she snaps. “Dean’s face is still messed up.”

      “And what a pretty face he has,” I deadpan.

      “Don’t do that,” she groans. An awkward silence passes between us before she says, “How’s your therapy going?”

      “It’s going, I guess. I had my first session a few days ago.”

      “Dad told me you’re seeing a woman doctor.”

      “Dr. Devine is a woman.”

      “She’s your age, right?”

      “Give or take.”

      “I hope you didn’t hit on her or do anything stupid that will jeopardize your career. Dad is worried about you. We all are.”

      “Kat, I’m fine. This suspension is nothing. I’ll be back on the ice in a few months.”

      “Dad had to pull a lot of strings to keep you with the Caps. He won’t tell you that, but I will. You messed up big time, Denny.” She sniffs into the phone. “And you hurt Dean. You hurt me. And you still haven’t apologized to Dean!”

      “Kat, I’m sorry. I know you hate me.”

      My stomach hurts having this conversation. I hate that I have caused her so much pain.

      “I don’t hate you,” she declares. “I could never hate you. But I can be mad at you. I want to forgive you.”

      I lean my head back on a stack of cushions and stare up at the ceiling. “Tell me what to do, Kat. I want to make things right with you. I want to be there for you and the baby.”

      “Call Dean and apologize. You can say sorry to me all you want, but without telling the person you hurt most, it doesn’t mean a thing.”

      “Fine, I’ll call Dean.”

      “He has off on Friday. Call him then.”

      “How are you feeling? Is the baby okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” she sighs. “A little tired. And sick. The morning sickness is kind of kicking my ass. I practically live in the bathroom.”

      “I can come home and help out.”

      “No, that’s okay. I’m moving soon. I told Dean I would live with him.”

      “I’m happy if you’re happy, Kat. But promise me one thing.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t do what mom did. You need to have your own life and your own career. She gave up everything to raise us.”

      “Mom didn’t regret it,” she challenges.

      “I know she didn’t, but just promise me, okay?”

      Before my mom died, she asked me to watch over my brothers and sister. She made me promise her that I wouldn’t let Kat repeat her past. Our mom was a partner in a successful law firm when she met our dad. They had a whirlwind romance that swept both of them off their feet. Within a few short months, they were married. I came along not long after. My mom gave up everything to be with my dad. He became her world, and when she got sick, my dad couldn’t handle the thought of losing her.

      Instead of being there for her, for all of us, he stayed away. I’m close to my dad, but that’s one thing I will never forgive him for. It’s hard to forget the years I spent at my mother’s bedside while I watched her slowly die. And it’s even harder to forget that my dad left two teenagers to raise his children. He forgot about all of us, throwing himself into hockey more than ever.

      “After I have the baby,” Kat says, “I plan to look for an internship in Philly. I’m not giving up on my dreams. Mom wouldn’t want that, and I don’t either.”

      "As long as we're on the same page."

      "Just so you know, I didn't see Dean in secret," she says. "We kissed at a party at the end of senior year. It was a dare. And after we kissed, it was impossible to go back to being friends."

      It’s hard to imagine my little sister as a woman who is months away from having a baby. In my mind, she will always be the tomboy with scrapes all over her knees from playing hockey without pads. The little girl who wrapped her tiny fingers around mine and begged me to play hockey with her.

      Our dad taught her the basics, the same as he did with the rest of us, but Kat was different. She was the only girl in a house full of boys. We did our best to treat her like a girl. Except Kat wanted nothing more than to be one of the guys. So, it was no surprise when she brought Dean home, claiming he was her best friend from college.

      “If he breaks your heart—”

      “You’ll break his face,” she finishes with laughter in her voice.

      “I’ll break more than his face. Consider him a dead man.”

      “Dean is one of the good ones,” she says with confidence.

      I groan at the final score that pops up on my television screen. “This blows.”

      “I assume you’re watching the game.”

      “Yeah. My guys are playing like shit. All of this is my fault.”

      “There’s nothing you can do about it,” she counters. “So, don’t beat yourself up. Focus on getting better instead of worrying about all of the things you could have done differently.”

      “You sound like Austin.”

      She chuckles. “Where do you think I get it from? He’s the most levelheaded of all of us. Austin has been a big help lately. He took me to my doctor appointment yesterday. He’s excited about the baby. He can’t wait to be an uncle.”

      “Me, too.”

      “You don’t seem like it.”

      “I’m still getting used to the fact you’re pregnant. But I’m excited about being an uncle. I always knew it would happen, just not so soon.”

      “Hey, Denny,” she groans. “Dean is clicking in on the other line. Can I talk to you later?”

      “Yeah. Go ahead. I’ll see you soon.”

      She says her final goodbye, and then the line goes dead. I have to fix all of the shit I have broken. According to Dr. Devine, that change has to start with me, and I’m not looking forward to it.
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      Duke leans back, his big arms flexing against the couch. My eyes and mind wander for a second before I pull myself together. None of my patients has ever had this effect on me. Duke is the first patient I ever fantasized about before I met them.

      “You okay, Doc?” Duke tilts his head to the side, and a strand a hair falls in front of his eyes. “You seem… distracted.” A wicked smirk crosses his lips.

      I straighten up, unable to meet his gaze. “Yes, I’m fine. I was just listening.”

      “Funny,” he says with a hint of sarcasm, “because I haven’t spoken a word in a few minutes. I’ve just been watching you watch me. And like I said, you seem a little distracted.”

      Duke’s legs are spread wide, and when he moves his big hand to his inner thigh, my eyes bug out of my head. He’s not wearing underwear again.

      “Moving on,” I say, pretending he doesn’t affect me. “How did you feel when Kat said you hurt her?”

      My question rips the smug look from his handsome face. He blows out a deep breath and threads his fingers together behind his head.

      “I felt like shit,” he admits. “Like I screwed up worse than normal.”

      “And what do you consider normal screwing up?”

      “You know, the usual.”

      “Such as?”

      I try to keep my voice level, even though he’s annoying the crap out of me. Duke doesn’t make our sessions easy. He makes me beg and dig for every answer. Some patients are like this. They either don’t want to be here, which is Duke’s case, or they don’t know how to express their feelings and thoughts verbally. People like Duke usually bottle their emotions, hide their true selves from the world, and then all of the anger eventually comes to the surface.

      “Such as accidentally breaking my cell phone,” Duke says with a defiant attitude. “Such as punching assholes who deserve it in the face.” He leans forward, his elbows rested on his muscular thighs, his piercing stare fixed on me. “Do you want me to keep going?”

      When Duke looks at you, it’s as if he’s looking through you. It’s slightly terrifying.

      “Do you want me to tell you about all of the concussions I’ve handed out over the years? Or that I just like hitting people. It makes me feel better. Is that what you’re looking for, Doc?”

      “I’m not looking for anything, Duke. I want to understand you better.”

      “What’s there to understand?” He rolls his shoulders. “I’m a guy. We’re not that complicated.”

      “I think you are,” I say with confidence. “I think there are a lot of things about you that people don’t know, and it’s because you close yourself off from them. I think you want people to understand you, but you don’t know how to communicate your feelings.”

      “Is that your professional opinion, Doc?” He clicks his tongue as he says Doc. “You think I should open up more? That I should get all mushy and talk to people?”

      I can see the fire brewing in his eyes. Duke Baldwin is like a bomb ready to detonate, and if I don’t get to the source of his anger, I’m afraid he will live the rest of his life this way. I got into this profession to help people. It’s what makes me happy. I’ve had patients like Duke in the past. They’re tough nuts to crack, and I doubt two months with him will be enough. I just have to find out what makes him tick.

      So far, it seems his family and hockey are the only things he cares about. Duke has teammates but not real friends. He keeps everyone outside of his closed-off world. Only those in his inner circle, which is composed only of family, know anything about him.

      “Tell me about your dad,” I say. “What was it like growing up surrounded by your father’s fame?”

      “It was…” He sighs. “I don’t know. Like being the child of a famous hockey player. I’m not sure what you want me to say.”

      “Do you think you were given certain advantages because of his fame?”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “If you’re insinuating that I got selected by the Caps because of my dad, you don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. I busted my ass to get where I am.”

      I hold up my hand and give him a warm, friendly smile that says, don’t bite my head off. “No, not at all. I don’t doubt that you worked hard to get into the NHL. I’m impressed.”

      An evil smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth. “Don’t try to charm me, Doc. I’m uncharmable.”

      “I didn’t think you could be charmed,” I counter, biting back laughter. “I was merely stating a fact. You had a better chance of winning the lottery than becoming a professional athlete. But you obviously have good breeding and…”

      Oh, my God. What am I saying?

      His expression turns from stony to interested. “Go ahead, Doc. Finish that thought for me.”

      Shit.

      “I was going to say that you also have the talent. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have made it this far, no matter who your dad is.”

      Staring down at the notepad on my lap, I contemplate my next question.

      “What are your personal relationships like?”

      His eyes widen. “You mean with my family?”

      “No, I mean with people outside of your family.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Like my teammates?”

      “Yes, for starters.”

      “And women?” He stares at me so hard it sends a shiver down my arms. “If you want to know if I’m single, Doc, just ask. You don’t have to beat around the bush.”

      “I’m not asking if you’re single. I noticed that you don’t have any personal relationships with anyone outside of your team or family.”

      “What’s wrong with that? I have all of the relationships I need.”

      “What about women?”

      “What about them?”

      “You don’t date.”

      “That’s a statement, not a question, Doc.”

      We stare at each other for a long, hard minute. My breath catches in my throat when Duke runs his thumb along his bottom lip. Does he know how much this is turning me on? Probably. Ted and Duke have a lot in common. Men like Duke and Ted wear their confidence on their sleeves. They practically radiate it. And they don’t miss a beat, especially not when it comes to women.

      “You want to know if I fuck women?”

      I gasp at his question. He’s still playing with his bottom lip, driving me completely insane. You’re the doctor, Delilah! Get a handle on the situation. You have to control the conversation.

      Men like Duke will manipulate the conversation if given a chance. He thinks he’s winning, getting under my skin. Well, I guess he is to some extent. But that can’t happen.

      “What you do in the bedroom is your business,” I say, trying to regain control. “I’m more interested in your relationships with women.”

      “You mean sex?”

      “No, Duke. Sex is part of a relationship, but that’s not what creates the bond between two people.”

      “I don’t date,” he shoots back.

      “How come?”

      “Because I don’t want to,” he says, somewhat annoyed. “What difference does it make?”

      “It makes a lot of difference.”

      “I don’t have time,” he says in his defense, which I know is just to get me off his back. “Hockey is my life.”

      “Plenty of your teammates are married with kids. If they can find the time to have a family, you could do the same… if that’s what you want.”

      “What is your problem, Doc?” He glares at me. “Why do you care what I do with women?”

      “Because it’s the one part of your life that seems to be lacking, and I’m curious if your anger has anything to do with it.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Just because I don’t parade the women I fuck around town doesn’t mean anything.”

      “They’re not meaningful relationships,” I point out.

      “Some people prefer to have meaningless relationships with the opposite sex.”

      “In my professional experience, it’s because the person is guarded and closing themselves off from the world. It’s a defense mechanism.”

      “If you say so, Doc,” he deadpans.

      “You’re close to your sister, Kat.”

      “I raised her,” he snaps.

      “And you feel protective of her like a parent would with their child?”

      “Of course. Kat needs me. She can’t count on our dad for anything.”

      “What about your brothers?”

      “Austin helped me raise Kat and the twins.”

      “Do you resent your father for not being around?”

      “Yes,” he growls. “I hate that he left us. Instead of going to parties with my friends in high school, I had to stay home and watch my brothers and sister.”

      “Do you resent your siblings for having to give up that part of your life?”

      He shakes his head. “No, not at all. My mom didn’t want a stranger raising her kids. I promised her that I would take care of them for her.”

      And there it is… The missing piece to the puzzle. Duke’s mom.

      “Do you feel like you’ve already raised a family?”

      He shrugs. “Maybe. I don’t know. I never thought about it like that.”

      Duke’s body relaxes as if he’s relieved by this revelation, but I know there’s much more to his story. We’ve barely even scratched the surface.

      “So, your relationships with women last how long… A night, a week, a month?”

      He tilts his head to the side, as if thinking it over, and scratches the corner of his jaw. A few minutes pass in silence.

      “What’s your longest relationship?”

      “Not that long,” he says. “I kept this one girl around for sex until she wouldn’t stop bugging me to get serious with her.”

      “Does the thought of having a serious relationship with a woman bother you?”

      “It did with her,” he says without hesitation.

      “How come?”

      “Because she’s not the kind of girl my mom would have liked.”

      It all comes down to his mom.

      “What kind of woman would your mom have liked?”

      “Someone smart. My mom was a lawyer.” He digs his teeth into his bottom lip. “She used to say that intelligence is our greatest asset.”

      “So, intelligence is also a quality you admire in people?”

      He nods. “My mom was brilliant. Even up until the last few days, she was…” Duke turns away from me, his eyes downcast.

      “What else, Duke?”

      Duke covers his face with his hands and sighs. “She told me not to settle until I find a woman who challenges me.”

      “So, you’re waiting for the right woman?”

      He slides his hands to his knees and then glances over at me. His blue eyes hold mine. “Something like that.”

      Before I can ask another question, I hear Max’s voice in the waiting room. She’s talking in her usual outdoor voice in the lobby. Duke follows my line of sight toward the door.

      “Do you mind if we end our session a few minutes early?” I ask.

      He shakes his head, clearly tired of talking about himself. We have so much more to cover in the upcoming months, and I can’t wait to peel back the layers. I hope by the time Duke’s suspension ends that he gets some closure. That he understands his anger issues can be fixed.

      I open the door for Duke. “After you.”

      “Mommy!” Max screams when she locks eyes with me.

      Duke’s gaze travels between us, and then a rare smile turns up the corners of his mouth. Great. I didn’t want Duke to know about my personal life. I keep my family separate from my patients.

      Ted is in the lobby with Max, chatting up my receptionist. How the hell am I going to explain why his favorite NHL player is in my office without violating doctor-patient confidentiality? The Capitals kept this part of Duke’s suspension off-the-books for a reason. And now, Duke’s biggest fan is about to discover the truth.
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      Our session ends with a commotion outside the door. Dr. Devine leads me into the waiting room, where a tall, dark-haired man accompanies a young girl. Long blonde hair spills down her back, and her pale skin flushes from telling a story to the secretary with enthusiasm. She has a lot of energy, practically out of breath from talking so fast.

      “Mommy,” the little girl yells when she spots Dr. Devine. She almost runs into my leg to get to her. “Mommy, I was just telling Rosie about my new rabbit.”

      Dr. Devine looks surprised, maybe even a little annoyed. She gives the man approaching us a dirty look. He’s dressed in an expensive black suit with diamond cufflinks, armed with a cocky grin.

      “You bought her a rabbit?” Dr. Devine says under breath with a hint of annoyance in her tone. “Doesn’t she have enough pets, Ted?”

      “C’mon, Delilah,” he groans. “It’s not that big of a deal. Why do you have to freak out over everything? She’s a kid. A few pets won’t hurt.”

      “I wouldn’t have to freak out,” she says with a low growl, “if you’d stop doing things without asking me. She’s my daughter, too.”

      Dr. Devine is married, which makes sense why she ignores my advances that would work on other women. Turning away from them, I take this family get together as my cue to leave, but the little girl tugs on my shirt.

      She looks up at me with the same blue eyes as Dr. Devine. “You’re big,” she says with a squeak to her tone. “Giant big.”

      “Max,” Dr. Devine says. “That’s not nice.”

      I wave my hand. “It’s okay.”

      Max looks up at her mom and then back to me, lowering her voice. “How tall are you?”

      I crouch down to meet her height. “Six foot five.”

      “Wow!” Her face beams with excitement. “Did you know that the tallest building in Washington D.C. is the Washington Monument?”

      I can’t stop grinning. “No, I didn’t.”

      “The Washington Monument is five hundred fifty-five feet tall. It was named after George Washington.” She’s speaking so fast she’s out of breath as she continues. “He was important, you know. He was the first president of the United States.”

      A burst of wild laughter takes over me. “You’re a smart kid. Did you learn this in school?”

      She shakes her head, and her hair smacks me in the face. “No, I went on a tour with Mommy and Daddy last year. I got my picture taken with Abraham Lincoln. He was tall... like you.”

      I laugh again. Max is so cute and funny the way she talks about the statue of Abraham Lincoln like he’s alive and in the flesh.

      “Come say bye to Daddy,” Dr. Devine says from behind me, snapping me back to reality. “He has to get back to work.”

      I rise to my full height as the little girl hugs her dad’s leg, resting her head on his thigh.

      “I’ll see ya later, Maxie.” He gives her a pat on the back before he peels her hands off him.

      What a strange reaction. Dr. Devine looks irritated with him, her eyes narrowed and jaw set as hard as steel.

      Her husband’s eyes meet mine. He tilts his head to the side, giving me a confused look. Realization lights in his eyes, and then he gives me a wicked smirk.

      “Duke Baldwin?”

      He extends his hand to me, but after the way he treated Dr. Devine and his daughter, I would rather spit on him. He must be a fan. I can’t afford to get into any more trouble, so I shake his hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” he says with a wicked grin. “I’m Ted Fairchild, Chief of Staff for Senator Banks. Nice, firm grip you got there,” he says, shaking out his hand.

      Dr. Devine has a different last name. Interesting.

      “Duke Baldwin?” The little girl taps her dad on the leg, peeking up at him. “Daddy, he’s your favorite player.”

      Ted clutches his daughter’s shoulder and shushes her. “Yeah, Maxie. Daddy’s talking now.”

      Wow! This dude is such a dick.

      “Tough game you had in Philly,” Ted continues. “I couldn’t believe you got twenty games for that.”

      I roll my shoulders. “It wasn’t my call.”

      “You better be back for the playoffs. The team could use you right now.”

      As if I don’t already feel like shit...

      “Yeah, I’ll be back in time.”

      “We’ll see you next week,” Dr. Devine says to Ted, interrupting our painful conversation.

      “Are you with...” His voice trails off as his gaze flicks between Dr. Devine and me.

      “It’s none of your business who I’m with, Ted.” Dr. Devine presses her palm to his shoulder and gives him a shove in the opposite direction.

      Ted’s cheeks flush. “You sure know how to pick them, huh?”

      “Sure do,” she says with a cheeky grin. “I have a patient coming soon. Now, if you would excuse us.”

      He says one last goodbye to me and then his daughter before Captain Douchebag disappears into the hallway, leaving us in awkward silence.

      “I’m sorry,” Dr. Devine says to me.

      “For what?”

      “My ex-husband thinks we’re dating. I couldn’t tell him you’re my patient. That would violate doctor-patient confidentiality.”

      Dr. Devine is single. One point for the home team.

      “I’d be happy to be your fake boyfriend.” I wiggle my eyebrows as a smile turns up the corners of my mouth.

      But Dr. Devine doesn’t look too thrilled about my proposal.

      “You’re my patient.”

      She sucks in a deep breath, and her lips part as if she’s about to speak again. Instead, she leads her daughter to the couch across from the reception desk.

      “Mommy, can Duke come over?”

      Dr. Devine laughs. “No, baby. Duke has to go home.”

      Max looks up at me. “I watch you on TV with Daddy! Daddy loves hockey. I love hockey. I’m going to play hockey soon. On a real team and everything. When did you start playing hockey?”

      “As soon as I was old enough to hold a stick.”

      Her eyes widen. “Did you play when you were my age?”

      “How old are you?”

      She glances down at the hot pink digital watch on her wrist and then says, “I turn eleven in ninety-seven days, ten hours, and nine minutes.”

      “That’s very specific.” I laugh once. “And no, I was younger than you when I learned how to play hockey. My dad was a professional hockey player. He taught me.”

      “I like the fights,” Max says. “The last time I was at Daddy’s house, I watched a bad fight. The player in the orange jersey was hurt. Daddy was upset. He said our season is over.”

      I feel like shit the second it all sinks in. Dr. Devine gives me a look of apology because she knows the fight is the reason I’m here. Her daughter watched me beat the shit out of Dean. It hadn’t occurred to me until now that I have disappointed more people than I can count. I remember being her age, obsessed with my favorite hockey player. Meeting Max puts everything into perspective for me.

      “Can I come to one of your games?” She sits up straight, her hands folded on her lap. “Daddy stood me up last time,” she says with a frown.

      Now, I want to break Ted’s face. My dad did the same thing to Kat for most of her childhood. The calls were always last minute or not at all. Austin and I were there to pick up the pieces, while Dr. Devine is left to do the same with Max.

      “I’m not playing right now,” I tell Max, “but I’ll take you to a game.”

      If my coach will allow it.

      “Did Daddy tell you he’s a liar?”

      I laugh, confused as I glance at Dr. Devine. “He’s a liar?”

      “Ted’s a lawyer,” she corrects. “Sometimes, Max gets it mixed up.”

      “No, I don’t,” Max snaps. “Daddy lies for a living. That’s what he does. He tells lies. He told me so.”

      Dr. Devine laughs so hard she snorts, but her soft demeanor turns to stone. “He’s good at lying.” The anger in her tone is palpable.

      “Did you know that snakes can predict earthquakes?” Max says in a singsong tone.

      I shake my head, unable to contain my laughter. This girl is killing me.

      “Nagini would feel it coming five days before,” she continues. “I read about it on Google. I like Google. It has a lot of cool stuff. You type in a question, and it does all of the thinking for you.”

      I laugh again because this kid is too much.

      “Nagini is Max’s pet snake,” Dr. Devine says. “We named her after Voldemort’s snake from the Harry Potter books.”

      “Mommy read Harry Potter to me when I was in her belly. She still reads to me. Every night.”

      Kat calls Theo and Travis the Weasley twins because she’s a huge Harry Potter fan. I read the books to Kat after our mother passed away. She begged me to read to her every night, something my mother did before she got sick.

      “You remind me of someone I know,” I tell Max.

      “Who?” Max asks.

      “My sister.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Kat.”

      She balls her little hands into fists and pushes them out in front of her like a cat and says, “Meow.”

      I laugh so hard, I snort.

      Max reminds me so much of Kat when she was her age that my chest feels like it’s going to cave in. Tears burn my eyes, but I attempt to keep them at bay. Looking away from Dr. Devine and Max, I suck in a deep breath. Doc touches my shoulder, and I turn to meet her intense gaze. She’s worried about me. For the first time in my life, someone other than a family member has struck a chord.

      “You okay, Duke?”

      I lower my head in shame. “I failed her.”

      She tightens her grip on my shoulder. “Who?”

      “My sister.”

      We share a moment of silence.

      She glances at Max and then to me as if she understands for the first time why I’m here. “Want to talk about it?”

      “Maybe next time. I have to get going.”

      She presses her lips together and nods. “Next time, I want to hear all about your sister.”

      “Let me know when you want to take Max to a Caps game,” I say to change the subject.

      “You don’t have to,” she says. “Max just says stuff. She doesn’t know any better.”

      “No, it’s okay. I want to take both of you.”

      “We can’t date,” she challenges. “You’re my patient. This is… unprofessional. And you’re my patient…”

      “You already said that,” I shoot back with a wink. “We can watch a game together as...”

      What would that make us?

      “As friends,” she says.

      Like Kat and Dean? Yeah, well, they obviously weren’t just friends. Friendship isn’t possible with a woman.

      Anger bubbles up inside my chest, my rage coursing through my veins. I want to smash Dean’s face against the boards all over again. But when Lila curls her fingers around my wrist, I forget about everything but her.

      “Sure,” I choke out. “We can be friends.”
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      I sit at the kitchen table with Max and watch her do her homework. She doesn’t need my help. Her work is right every time I check it. So, I keep her company, sipping tea as she finishes the last problem on the page.

      “All done,” Max declares, dropping the pencil onto the table. “Can I have a cookie now?”

      I flip open the tin at the center of the table and offer it to Max. She reaches inside and pulls out three chocolate chip cookies, stuffing one of them into her mouth.

      “Mommy,” she says between bites, “when are we going to the game with Duke?”

      “I already told you, baby. I don’t know if we can.”

      “What does your work have to do with hockey?”

      “Ever hear the expression ‘Don’t mix business with pleasure’?”

      I know she does before she nods. This girl Googles everything. I couldn’t keep her off the iPad if I tried. She carries it around with her, tucked under her arm, almost everywhere she goes. Some nights, she even falls asleep with it on her chest. I love that she loves to learn. It’s good for children to be curious.

      “Well, I have a business relationship with Duke,” I say, “and it would be unprofessional to go to a hockey game with him.”

      “Could Daddy go to a game with Duke?”

      “I suppose he could.”

      Max lifts her precious iPad from the table and starts typing.

      “What are you doing, Max?”

      Her head is down, eyes fixed on the screen as she types a question into Google.

      I chuckle. “You won’t find the answer online.”

      “Yes, I will,” she challenges. “I can find anything online.”

      “I promise this is one thing you won’t find.”

      She gives me a disapproving look. “Then, I’ll just ask Daddy. He knows.”

      I grab the iPad from her hand before she can FaceTime with Ted. “We talked about this, remember? Daddy isn’t allowed to know that Mommy is working with Duke.”

      “Because Daddy would get jealous?”

      Ted hasn’t shut up about Duke since he saw us together in my office. My ex thinks I’m dating Duke, and that’s fine with me. As long as he doesn’t discover the truth, he can think whatever he wants.

      “Daddy didn’t take me to the game,” Max says with a sad face. “And you won’t take me.”

      I slide my chair next to hers and hook my arm around her. “Yes, I will. We can go to any home game you want.”

      “Just not with Duke Baldwin.”

      Can I make this one exception for Max? Every part of me screams yes, but the part of me that likes the extra income from the Capitals is saying hell no. We need the money now that Ted is gone. I make a decent living with my private practice, but the cost of living in Washington D.C. is sky-high. Ted and I agreed to divorce on peaceful terms. We were best friends since high school, and I didn’t want to cause a fight that would eventually create a rift between Max and me.

      Max is the reason I didn’t fight Ted for money. Custody of Max was all that mattered to me.

      “I see Duke in a few days,” I say. “I’ll talk to him then, okay?”

      Max jumps into my arms, wrapping her tiny arms around my neck with a firm grip. She smacks a kiss on my cheek. “I love you, Mommy!”

      I rub her back. “I love you, too, baby.”

      I would do anything for Max, even if it means crossing the line with my patient.
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        * * *

      

      Duke is in the waiting room when I open the door to my office. He’s thirty minutes early for his appointment. I glance over at my secretary, who has her head down, talking on the phone. She usually announces when a patient arrives.

      “Hey, Doc,” Duke says, getting up from the chair. He looks even taller when he’s towering over me.

      “Duke,” I say in greeting. “Everything okay?”

      He smiles. “Never better.”

      “Did you get the time wrong?” I hold up my watch to show him. “We have another thirty minutes.”

      “Yeah, I know. I wanted to talk to you about the other day.”

      “The game?”

      He nods.

      I extend my hand toward my open door. “We should talk in my office.”

      Duke glances over at the secretary’s desk and then follows me inside my office. We take our usual seats across from each other, and my heart practically leaps out of my chest when I lock eyes with him. Why does he have to be so distracting?

      “What do you want to talk about that couldn’t wait until our session?”

      “I’m technically not allowed to sit in the team box until after we’ve had four sessions.”

      “Today would be our third,” I say.

      “Yeah. So, I was hoping we could do two this week. Then, I could take you and Max to the game on Saturday. We’re playing the Penguins. I need to be there.”

      “I appreciate you inviting us to the game. But you do understand this puts me in a precarious position, right? No one is supposed to know we’re working together. I had to lie to my ex-husband, so I didn’t blow your cover. Max doesn’t understand why it’s not a good idea for us to go to the game with you. And I’m worried about how us going together will be perceived by your coach or your general manager. I’m a professional, Duke, and seeing patients outside the office is not something a professional would do.”

      “It’s not a date,” he hedges. “We’re just hanging out and watching a game together. And Max will be there. I don’t see the problem.”

      “My daughter loves you,” I admit. “You’re her dad’s favorite player, and so that also makes you hers. I’m afraid Max will get attached to you. You saw how special she is. She’s not like other girls her age.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being different,” Duke says. “Max is probably the coolest girl I’ve ever met. Just don’t tell my sister.” He cracks a smile. “Kat would get jealous.”

      I laugh. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      He holds my gaze. “I know.”

      Duke is beginning to trust me. This is good. Progress. We’re headed in the right direction. But I’m afraid of what will happen outside of these walls after I get to know the real Duke Baldwin.

      “So, what do you say, Doc?” Duke leans back against the couch. “Can we squeeze in another session this week?”

      “I think that can be arranged.”
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      My hand is drenched in sweat when I knock on Doc’s front door. How am I this nervous for our non-date? I feel like I’m in high school, ready to spill my guts on the ground as I pick my date up for prom. But I didn’t go to prom or any other school function. I was busy dealing with more important shit—like life.

      The door opens, and a scream rips from Max’s mouth. “Duke!” She cups the sides of her face with her tiny hands. “You’re here.”

      “Of course, I am.”

      “My Daddy’s either late or doesn’t come at all,” she says with sadness in her tone.

      I know her disappointment well.

      Instead of dwelling on it, I hold up my hand for Max to slap. “You ready to go, Mad Max?”

      She chuckles and slaps my hand. “I can’t believe you’re here.” Her cheeks turn several shades of red. “Duke Baldwin is at my house. Daddy’s going to be so jealous.”

      “Whose number you got on your back?” I ask since Max is wearing a red-white-and-blue Caps jersey.

      “Yours. Duh,” she says as if I asked the dumbest question in the world.

      “Turn around,” I say, grabbing the black Sharpie from my pocket. “I’ll sign it for you.”

      Max squeals and then spins around, her back facing me. Doc appears in the doorway, dressed in skinny jeans and a Capitals tee that hugs her in all the right places. Her tits are way bigger than they look in her boring work clothes. Damn, Doc has some curves on her. Seriously, the tee is small enough to fit Max. Maybe it belongs to her. My eyes drift for a few seconds, along with my filthy mind. I can’t stop the smile that tugs at my mouth as I look up at her.

      I tip my head in greeting. “Hey, Doc.”

      She smiles. “You should probably call me by my name tonight.”

      “Okay, Lila.”

      “It’s Delilah,” Max corrects. “With a D.”

      “Lila, it is,” I say with a wink.

      “Hey,” Max groans. “It’s De-li-lah. Like the song, Hey There Delilah.”

      I pat Max on the top of her head, and she giggles. After I finish signing my name on the back of Max’s jersey, Lila holds the door open for me.

      “Lila’s fine,” she says. “Come in. I need to grab my stuff, and then we can go.”

      “Do you want to see my room?” Max asks me as Lila walks away.

      “We don’t have time, Max,” Lila says from the kitchen.

      She comes back with her purse, and two winter coats slung over her arm. She hands one to Max. “Here, baby, it’s time to go. It’s cold outside. Zip your coat up all the way and put on your gloves.”

      My mom used to call me baby. Lila brings back so many old memories I keep locked away. It hurts to think about my mom. No one measures up to her. But I think my mom would have liked Lila. She checks off all the boxes.

      Except she’s off-limits.

      Lila made it crystal clear that she wanted to keep our relationship professional. It’s probably for the best. She’s right about my relationships with women. I hate dating and don’t want anything other than sex. With Lila, it would be different, I think.

      Still, I would end up fucking her a few times, and then I’d move on. I know myself well enough to know it would never last, and we have a good thing going. I like her. I could see myself being friends with her. Could I ever befriend a woman? I’m not Dean, and she’s not Kat.

      Our sessions are helping me in ways I’d never imagined. I feel less angry and more relaxed since our first appointment. If I mess this up, I would never hear the end of it from my general manager. He was serious about this being my last shot. I’ve pushed his buttons one too many times. The Caps didn’t give Alex Parker another chance when he fucked the owner’s granddaughter.

      Once we’re inside the Capital One Arena, Max’s face illuminates from the smile that stretches ear-to-ear. I remember when I was her age. My dad introduced me to my favorite players, and I thought I was the coolest kid alive. I was so sure I would make it to the NHL one day. Back then, I figured I could rely on the Baldwin name. Until I realized my last name only helped draw attention. I had to rely on myself for the rest. Scouts showed up at my high school games, and by the time I graduated, I already knew where I was headed.

      I pull a ball cap on as we navigate the crowded hall, hoping no one notices me. I could have taken Max and Lila through the back, but I wanted them to experience the game like a fan. I keep my head down and slip through the masses.

      When we reach a stand, Max tugs on the end of my jersey. “Can we get a hot dog?”

      “We can eat whatever you want.” I look over at Lila. “As long as it’s okay with your mom.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine.” Lila glances down at Max. “But no soda after the first intermission, or you’ll be up all night.”

      Max throws her hands in the air and squeals. “I want my hot dog with mustard and ketchup and relish and onions and…”

      I laugh. “I don’t think there’s anything left to put on it.”

      “Sauerkraut,” she says. “I want that, too.”

      “I don’t think they have it,” Lila says. “How about just ketchup and mustard tonight?”

      Max frowns. “Okay, party pooper.”

      “She’s a handful,” Lila says to me. “I hope you’re not sick of us already.”

      “The opposite.”

      Lila’s eyes meet mine. “Thanks for doing this, Duke. It means a lot to Max. To me. Her Dad—”

      “Max told me.”

      Lila nods. “Ted stands her up a lot. It’s hard for me to let another man into her life. She looks up to you.”

      I clutch her shoulder and steer her toward the hot dog stand. “Don’t worry. I won’t let her down.”

      She flashes a smile that produces the same response in me. “You’re already off to a good start.”

      On our way to the luxury box, a few fans notice me. I stop to sign hats, shirts, and just about anything they throw at me. A crowd gathers around, my name a whisper on their lips.

      “Duke,” Max says, pulling on my jersey. “I can’t see down here.”

      She’s half the size of everyone around us, so I bend down to lift her up. I throw her onto my shoulders, and she screams as she waves to the fans surrounding us.

      “Mommy, look,” she yells. “I’m the tallest person here.”

      Lila laughs, and then her eyes meet mine. I fucking like her. I’ve never done anything like this for another woman. And of course, she’s the one woman I can’t have.

      After I sign a few more autographs, I tell the fans we have to head to our seats. The game is about to start, with the crowds in the halls thinning by the second.

      “Do you want to stay up there?” I ask Max.

      “You don’t have to carry her all the way to our seats,” Lila says.

      “I don’t mind.”

      Max wraps her arms around my neck in response and rests her chin against the back of my head. Whoever’s left in the hallways points at me as we pass. I wave, and so does Max, who’s beyond ecstatic. We don’t have time to stop for autographs again. The announcer’s voice blares over the loudspeaker.

      A few minutes later, we’re seated in the front row of the empty box. The players from the Penguins are announced, and now, the house lights go down to announce my team.

      Max taps me on the arm. “Did you know that the Pittsburgh Penguins used to have a real penguin as their mascot?”

      I nod. “His name was Slapshot Pete.”

      “I don’t like our mascot,” she groans.

      “What’s wrong with a bald eagle?”

      She smiles up at me. “They’re not as cute as penguins. I like penguins. Did you know that penguins can’t fly?”

      “So, I’ve heard.”

      “She likes trivia,” Lila says in my ear. “When I told Max your team was playing the Penguins, she spent the night on her iPad.”

      “It’s cute,” I say, sounding unlike myself, because when do I say cute?

      I take a sip from my water bottle to keep myself from talking.

      “Penguins,” Max says, talking over the announcer, “only have one mate at a time. Do you have a mate, Duke?”

      I almost choke on my water. “Umm… No, I don’t.”

      “When a male penguin chooses a female penguin he likes, he searches the entire beach for the perfect pebble to give her.” Max’s eyes are on the ice as she speaks. “And they stay together forever.”

      “That’s sweet, baby,” Lila says.

      “Not like Mommy and Daddy,” Max adds, looking at her mom with sadness in her blue eyes.

      Lila looks down at her shoes and sighs. “How about we talk about something else, Max?”

      Max slides off her chair and stands in front of the window that overlooks the rink. She presses her hand to the glass and watches as the puck is dropped. Her arms fly above her head when we win possession.

      Lila leans into me and clamps her fingers around my wrist. “I’m sorry about that,” she whispers. “The divorce hasn’t been easy for her. I stayed longer than I should for Max. But I just…”

      “One day, she’ll understand, and she’ll be happy you didn’t stay just for her.”

      “That’s what I told myself when I filed the divorce papers.”

      “You’re a good mom, Doc. Don’t beat yourself up.”

      “I try,” she admits. “It’s hard. I didn’t have a normal childhood.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I wanted her to have what I didn’t have, but…” She sits up straight and removes her fingers from my wrist, placing her hand on her thigh. “I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

      We share a long, awkward moment of silence until the goal horn sounds. The Capitals have scored the first goal of the game. Max comes over to high-five each of us and then jogs across the front of the box, taking a victory lap. This kid cracks me up. I forgot how much I loved when Kat and the twins were younger.

      Max reminds me of the part of my life I sometimes miss. Maybe Lila was right. I could see myself settling down and having my own kids—with the right woman.

      After the game ends, I grab the duffle bag filled with merchandise and lead Lila and Max down to the locker room. I spot Marcel first. His dark hair is sticking up in dozens of directions, still wet from his shower.

      Max points her finger up at him. “I know you.”

      Marcel laughs. “Hey, Max.”

      She squeals. “You know my name?”

      Marcel and I hunch down to meet her height.

      “Max, this is my friend Marcel.”

      “I know who he is. I watch him on TV, too.”

      “Will you sign my jersey?” Max asks with zero fear.

      Most kids are freaked out when they meet us, but not Max. She’s like a twenty-five-year-old in a ten-year-old body. I like that she asks for what she wants. And she says whatever comes to mind. I can tell it sometimes embarrasses Lila, but it’s nothing for her to worry over.

      Marcel signs the back of her jersey. I hand over the duffle filled with hats, pucks, and other memorabilia for him to sign. Benji and Lucas stumble out of the locker room a few minutes later. Max tells them random facts about hockey. They autograph everything I put in front of them, asking Max questions about school.

      “I’m going to be a hockey player, too,” Max says, going on about her new youth hockey team.

      “My sister played hockey in college,” I tell her.

      “Do you think I could play when I’m in college?”

      I cup her shoulder. “Sure.”

      “Will you teach me?”

      I glance up at Lila. “If it’s okay with your mom.”

      Max’s face is glowing. “Mommy, can Duke teach me hockey?”

      Lila looks away from Lucas, who she seems to know better than I had thought. “What, baby?”

      “Duke said he’ll teach me how to play hockey. I want to be better than all of the girls on my new team.”

      Everyone laughs. It’s hard not to when you’re around Max.

      Lila looks at me. “Are you sure?”

      “I have some time to spare.”

      Lila smiles and then mouths, Thank you.

      “It’s your job to keep our captain in line,” Marcel says to Max. “You think you can do that for us?”

      “Yesss,” Max coos, her eyes wide with excitement.

      Marcel, Benji, and Lucas say goodbye to Max. I promise to see them later at home. My dynamic with my team has been out of whack since my suspension. They’re rarely home, and when they are, I feel like an outsider.

      After they disappear into the locker room, Max points her finger at me. “We have a lot of work to do, Mister.”
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      On the way home from the game, Max wouldn’t stop talking about how she’s responsible for keeping Duke in line. I haven’t seen her this happy in a long time, and I’m terrified of what losing Duke could mean for her. He agreed to teach her how to play hockey. Ted’s given her some tips and quick lessons this past year, but an offer from Duke is a hard one to pass up, which also puts me in a very uncomfortable position.

      I can’t take this opportunity away from her. Her father is hardly ever around and shows up when he feels like making time. Duke is my patient. He cannot be Ted's replacement.

      Duke pulls into my driveway and surprises me when he opens my door with an adorable grin plastered on his handsome face. He opens Max’s door next, and she flies out of the SUV like it’s on fire. Still full of energy, she tugs on Duke’s hand and drags him up the walkway. He glances over his shoulder at me, and I wave them on.

      “Mommy, I want to show Duke my room.”

      “It’s late, Max. How about you show it to him some other time.”

      “I’m not ready for bed,” she whines. “You said I could stay up later since I don’t have school in the morning.”

      I look at Duke. “Do you want to come in for a drink?”

      His face brightens. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      “Good,” Max says, threading her fingers between Duke’s. His hand is so big it dwarfs hers. “Come see my ant collection.”

      Duke cocks an eyebrow at me. “Ant collection?”

      “Max has a thing for bugs.”

      He looks down at Max and rubs his knuckles lightly on top of her head. She peeks up at him and laughs.

      “Are you giving me noogies?”

      “Maybe,” Duke says as he repeats the same motion on top of her head.

      She giggles as we step inside the living room. I can tell Duke likes Max. He's a natural with kids. During our sessions, I gathered that Duke misses taking care of his siblings, leaving a void in his life. A family might be what Duke is missing.

      “I want hot chocolate,” Max says, leading Duke into the kitchen. She climbs onto the counter to grab the box from the cabinet and hands it to Duke.

      “Give me a sec, baby. I’ll make it for you.”

      “I can make it,” Duke offers. He tips his head toward the kitchen table. “Take a break.”

      Max has me going twenty-four-seven. It’s been nice having Duke around tonight. I think Max and I both miss having a man around. When Ted lived here, he played games with Max and taught her all sorts of disgusting things—like collecting bugs. I’m not a fan of the ant farm in Max’s bedroom or the other animals she’s harboring, but they make her happy.

      “You have to put the marshmallows in,” Max tells Duke.

      He scans the kitchen and shrugs. “Where are they?”

      Max slides off the counter and grabs the bag from the pantry closet. “I get four. Mommy gets three. How many do you want?”

      Duke glances over at me. “Whatever Mommy’s having.”

      After Duke fixes three mugs of hot chocolate, he joins me at the table. Max hops onto his lap, almost knocking the cup from his hand.

      “Calm down, Max. You almost spilled hot chocolate on Duke.”

      Max settles down, taking a few sips from her drink, and then moves over to the chair next to me. “Are you going to stay over?”

      I gasp at Max’s question.

      Duke shakes his head. “No, I have to sleep at my house.”

      “How come? I have a tent in my bedroom. And a sleeping bag. You can stay in my room.”

      Duke laughs, though he looks like he has no idea what to say. Sometimes, she’s too cute to resist. I have a hard time saying no to her.

      “Max,” I say, “Duke has to go home tonight.”

      “Can we have a sleepover another night?”

      “Umm… No, baby. Duke has his own house.”

      Duke finishes his hot chocolate and then gets up from his chair, extending his hand to Max. “How about you show me your ant collection before I go?”

      She beams with delight and takes his hand. I follow behind them down the hallway. The sight of them together is seriously adorable. I can see why Max doesn’t want him to go because I don’t want him to go either. This situation with Duke is only temporary. I have to remind myself of that, prepare myself for when he leaves. They all leave. Max is too young to understand that.

      Duke’s eyes widen as he looks at everything in Max’s bedroom. Pretty much anything you can imagine is packed inside these four walls. She has a cage filled with a family of hamsters on her desk. A self-contained ant farm is on the floor by her closet. Those things freak me out the most. Some nights, I imagine the seals breaking and ants crawling into bed with me. Nagini, her pet snake, is sleeping in a tank on her bookshelf. Nemo, her goldfish, is swimming in his bowl on her desk.

      Ted bought Max a new pet last week. The white rabbit’s cage sits atop her dresser because we’re running out of room for pets. Max loves animals, but she’s allergic to cats and dogs. Leave it Ted to buy her every animal she’s not allergic to instead.

      Duke lifts the top of Nagini’s tank. “Can I hold him?”

      I stare at him in shock. “Are you crazy?”

      “No. Snakes are harmless.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, until they take a bite out of you.”

      “It’s a garden snake. I’m sure I’ll be okay,” he says with a confident wink.

      Duke handles Nagini like he’s done this before. Surprisingly, Nagini likes him. She slithers up Duke’s forearm that’s the size of a tree trunk. Nagini sticks out her tongue, which always frightens me. I hate snakes. They scare the crap out of me. But Max is so good with her, and we’ve never had any issues.

      “She smells you,” Max tells Duke. “Did you know that snakes smell with their tongues because they don’t have noses?”

      Duke nods.

      “She likes you,” Max says, staring up at Duke with a big grin on her face. “Nagini doesn’t let Mommy hold her. Only Daddy and me. She hisses when she touches her.”

      “I think she prefers men,” I say.

      “She knows you’re afraid,” Duke says, holding Nagini up. “Animals can smell your fear.”

      “Snakes are so gross,” I say with a shiver. “I’m not a fan.”

      “But you like Hammy,” Max says. “And he likes you.”

      Duke laughs, and his eyes fall to the hamster cage. “Which one is Hammy?”

      Max points at the big brown hamster. “That’s Hammy.” She motions toward the light brown one. “And that’s Sammy.”

      “I’m sensing a pattern,” Duke says with laughter in his tone.

      “Those are their babies,” Max says, pointing at the two hamsters left from the litter. “I can’t tell them apart. I think they might be twins.”

      “My younger brothers are identical twins,” Duke says.

      “Cool,” Max beams. “Can you tell them apart?”

      “Yes. But I had a hard time when the twins were younger.”

      “How do you tell them apart now?”

      “By their personalities. Theo is the oldest by two minutes and more serious than Travis. And Travis is the prankster. He likes to mess with everyone.”

      “Can I meet them? I bet I can tell them apart.”

      Duke laughs. “They’re at college in Philadelphia right now. But yeah, maybe someday you’ll get to meet them.” His eyes meet mine as he says this, and a rush of heat travels down my arms.

      “How come you’re not a twin?”

      Duke shrugs. “Beats me.”

      “Do twins run in your family?” I ask.

      “Yeah. My grandmother was a twin.”

      I glance at my watch. “Max, it’s getting late. Time for bed.”

      She groans. “I haven’t shown Duke all of my pets yet.”

      “I’ll come back another day,” he promises, bending down to match her height. He’s so damn tall he looks like a giant next to her. “When I pick you up for hockey practice. How does that sound?”

      She throws her arms around his neck and squeals. “Yay! Thank you, Duke.”

      Duke hugs her back. “You’re welcome, kiddo. Now, how about you get ready for bed? Hockey players need a lot of sleep.”

      “They do?”

      Duke nods and then taps her on the shoulder, slowly rising to his full height. He towers over me, his eyes intense when they flick toward me. I don’t want him to leave. I’m not ready for this night to end, even though I know what I’m doing is so wrong on so many levels.

      “Will you stay for a little bit?” I ask him. “I have to get Max in bed, and then we can have that drink if you want.”

      Duke tips his head. He says goodnight to Max, and then promises to wait for me in the living room before closing the door behind him.

      “Mommy,” Max says as she changes out of her jersey and into her pajamas. “Why does Duke have to go home?”

      “Because he wants to sleep in his bed.”

      I sit at the edge of her mattress and turn off her lamp. The soft green glow from her nightlight fills the room.

      “Duke works with Mommy. He can’t stay the night, okay?”

      “Yes,” she sighs. “I know. But…”

      “Duke will be back soon to teach you hockey. You’ll see him again.”

      She smiles as I brush her hair out of her eyes. “You promise?”

      “Yes,” I say, hoping Duke will keep his word. I press a kiss on her forehead, and she closes her eyes. “Goodnight, baby. Sweet dreams.”

      “Night-night, Mommy,” she yawns.

      Nerves bubble up inside my chest when I see Duke sprawled out on the couch in the living room. He’s watching sports highlights on ESPN with the sound so low I can barely hear the announcer. I slip past him and head into the kitchen. I keep a cold case of beer in the fridge for when Ted shows up to see Max.

      Duke startles when I plop down on the couch next to him. But when our eyes meet, and I hand him a beer, a smile stretches across his lips.

      “I had fun tonight,” he says, clinking his bottle against mine.

      “Me, too. You made Max’s year. All of the signed stuff, and the game, and just you being here… It means a lot to me. To both of us. Thank you.”

      He moves his beer into his left hand, taking a sip as he slides his right arm behind me on the couch. I suck in a deep breath, too aware of our closeness. His mouth is inches from mine. Duke’s lips part and I get the urge to reach out and touch them. I want to feel every inch of him. It’s been far too long since I’ve been with a man. Why do I want the one man I’m not allowed to have?

      Duke inches closer, testing the waters to see if I’ll make him stop. I don’t want him to. Every nerve ending in my body is on fire, ready to explode if he doesn’t kiss me. I want this. No, I need this.

      His lips lightly brush against mine. A groan rips from his mouth as if he’s in physical pain. My heart slams into my chest, beating so fast it feels like it’s about to escape. Duke is waiting for me to say yes, for me to give in to my every desire. He needs my approval. Because of our relationship, he’s grown to respect me.

      So, I make a move and kiss him.

      When our tongues collide, sparks shoot down my arms. My body feels like it’s on fire, suddenly awakened by the deep need inside me. I’ve put my own needs aside for a long time. And tonight, I need this. I need to feel close to someone. I get lost in Duke and his hands that roam over my arms. He’s careful not to take things too far. I can sense his hesitation. He doesn’t want to ruin this by assuming we can have more.

      Reality finally sets in. What kind of doctor makes out with their patient? I peel my lips from Duke’s, out of breath, and unable to meet his gaze. What am I doing? I could lose my license for my lapse in judgment. There’s something about Duke, something I can’t resist. It’s not just his sex appeal. He has that in spades. It’s what’s hidden beneath the surface that interests me most. The more layers I peel back, the more I want to know the real Duke Baldwin.

      Duke rubs the pad of his thumb along my cheek. “Something wrong?”

      “You’re my patient, Duke.”

      “Not for much longer.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      His face hardens. “C’mon, Lila. No one will ever know.”

      “This isn’t right.” I look down at my hands and sigh. “And now, Max is involved. Our doctor-patient relationship is far from complicated.”

      “Then, let me uncomplicate it,” he says. “I like you, Lila. I like hanging out with you and Max.”

      “I have to be even more careful because of Max. If this ends badly, we’ll both get hurt. Ted has already caused both of us enough pain.”

      “You asked me why I don’t date,” he says. “But with you, it’s different.”

      “Duke, I’m your doctor. It’s not uncommon for patients to develop a strong bond with their therapist.”

      “You’re helping me,” he admits. “I’m not angry when I’m with you.”

      “And when you’re around other people?”

      He shrugs. “Depends on the day.”

      “I can’t be your cure, Duke.”

      “I can’t lose you,” he whispers. “That much, I do know.”

      “It’s getting late,” I say. “We should talk about this at your next appointment.”

      He looks away, his eyes fixed on the television, and then he nods. I have to tread lightly with Duke. Both of our careers and lives are at stake.
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      Staring down at my cell phone, a hundred different things run through my head. I want to call Lila. Maybe I should text her. What would I even say? I’ve never put much thought into talking to women. It’s always been as easy for me as breathing.

      “Nick,” Marcel says loud enough for me to hear him upstairs. The front door slams, and then I hear my father’s voice, followed by Benji and Lucas, who are probably fanboying all over my dad.

      I shove the phone in my pocket and rush downstairs. My dad is surrounded by my roommates, who are discussing their last game with him. I haven’t seen my dad in months. With our schedules and living in different cities, it’s hard to carve out time for each other.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He shrugs. “I was on my way to Philly. I couldn’t drive through D.C. without seeing you.”

      “You should have called.”

      Why am I acting like a dick? Because it’s in my nature, I guess. My sessions with Lila are stirring up old feelings I have buried for a long time. And I hate it. I hate being mad at my dad for abandoning us. I don’t want to create intentional distance between us, but I have a hard time letting go.

      “Give your old man a hug.” Dad holds out his arms, and I step inside his warm embrace. For his age, he’s still in good shape. His arms constrict around me like a snake. “Duke,” he says, holding the back of my head. “I missed you, son.”

      My dad never shows up unannounced. So, his visit must have a purpose. My teammates are too busy clamoring over him to realize Nick Baldwin doesn’t just show up to say hello.

      “You want a beer, Nick?” Marcel asks.

      My dad waves him off. “No, I can’t stay long. I have to talk to Duke for a second before I get back on the road.”

      “We can talk in my room,” I say, and he follows behind me.

      Once we’re inside my bedroom with the door shut, he sits on the bed next to me. “So, what’s up, Dad?”

      “It’s your sister,” he says with a sigh. “She’s moving to Philly to live with Dean.”

      “I know. Kat told me. I said I’d come home to help her move.”

      “She’s not ready for this.”

      “I think you’re the one who’s not ready,” I challenge. “The last time I talked to Kat, she sounded like she had everything under control.”

      “You never apologized to Dean. She’s still mad at you.”

      “I called him. I left him a voicemail.”

      Dad groans. “Duke, you know that’s not good enough. Dean will be part of this family someday.”

      “If he makes it that long,” I say to annoy him.

      “I can see your anger management sessions aren’t working.”

      “Yes, they are,” I spit back. “Kat isn’t the real reason you’re here.”

      He shakes his head. “I wanted to see how you’re doing. Is that okay? You haven’t returned any of my calls for the past two weeks.”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      “You can’t be that busy,” he shouts. “You’re not even playing!”

      “You’re here now,” I point out. “So, we can either fight until you leave, or you can get out now and leave me alone.”

      “I think I need to have another word with your GM,” he says. “Your treatment obviously isn’t working.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You were the one who suggested it?”

      He looks away from me. “I thought it would help you.”

      “You’re unbelievable.”

      “They wanted to trade you, Duke! I begged them to give you another chance.”

      I stare at him, unblinking, not knowing what to say in response.

      “Apart from family, your team is the only thing you truly love,” he says with sadness in his tone. “I didn’t want you to lose it.”

      “It’s working,” I admit. “The therapy. But probably not in the way you would have hoped.”

      He turns his head toward me. “What do you mean?”

      “Lila makes me think about things that make me angry.”

      “Lila? She lets you call her by her first name?”

      “It’s complicated, Dad.”

      “You like her.”

      I nod.

      “That’s why you’ll talk to her.”

      I nod again.

      “Why couldn’t you just talk to me, then?”

      “Because you are part of the problem.”

      His head drops, his eyes fixed on the carpet. “I’m sorry, Duke. We’ve gone over this plenty of times.”

      “You left us,” I say, my voice trembling. “You left Mom when she needed you.”

      “I will regret the decisions I made until the day I die.” He reaches for my hand, but I pull away. “I’ve tried to make it up to you. I don’t know what else I can do to make things right.”

      “I’m trying to forgive you,” I admit. “I want to forgive you.”

      They say men forget and never forgive, and women forgive and never forget. I think that’s true. Because I’ve done my best to ignore my father’s mistakes. Maybe, one day, I will eventually forgive him.

      He covers his face with his hands and groans. “Your mother was the love of my life.”

      “I know.”

      “I couldn’t handle seeing her like that,” he chokes out. “I just… I’m sorry. I shutdown. I walked away. I know that makes me a terrible husband and father. If it hadn’t been for you and Austin, I don’t even want to think about how Kat and the twins would have turned out. I put the burden on both of you. That wasn’t fair to either of you when you were only in high school. All of you were my responsibility.”

      I slide my arm across the back of his neck, knowing we both need this hug.

      He pats me on the back. “You gave up so much for me. I couldn’t let them take away your team. I shouldn’t have intervened, but I felt like I had no choice.”

      “I’m not mad, Dad. In this case, I’m happy you got involved.”

      “You think Dr. Devine is helping you?”

      “Yeah,” I say with a smile. “I think so.”

      “Then, please apologize to Dean. It would mean a lot to your sister. You can hate me all you want, but don’t take this out on Kat.”

      “I’ll make more of an effort,” I promise.

      “So, I’ll see you this weekend to help Kat move.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” I say. “I still can’t believe Kat is having a baby with Dean. All of you were so sure he was just her friend.”

      Dad cups my shoulder. “Kat has always been more comfortable around men. I wasn’t that surprised Dean is the father.”

      My sister is a real tomboy. She loves playing hockey and never had a problem getting her hands dirty. I did my best to do girly things with her. I even learned how to do a French braid so Kat could wear her hair like the other girls at school. As much as she tries to fit in with women, she’d much rather be one of the guys.

      “Is there something going on with Lila?”

      “She kissed me,” I confess. “But I think she regrets it.”

      “She’s your doctor,” he points out.

      “Yeah, which is kind of the problem. She has a little girl named Max. You would love her. She reminds me so much of Kat when she was her age.”

      He cups his hand over mine. “Be careful.”

      We hug one last time before he leaves, and it feels like a weight has been lifted off my chest. But I have another problem. What am I going to do about Lila?
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Delilah

        

      

    

    
      Max skates down the ice with a hockey stick in hand. She’s all smiles, her blonde hair shoved underneath a pink helmet that has her name on the back in white writing. I stand with my palm pressed against the glass, holding my breath. The thought of Max playing ice hockey at her age scares the life from me. It’s a dangerous sport. Just look at what Duke did to Dean Crawford if you need a reminder. And I get sick thinking about someone doing the same thing to my baby girl.

      Duke skates backward in front of Max, gripping his stick. They slowly approach the net behind him. Max slides the puck from right to left. Duke moves his stick, speaking something to her I can’t hear from this distance. They’ve been on the ice for over an hour now. A few times, Duke let Max score on him. It was so damn cute watching her throw it in Duke’s face. He just shrugged like it was nothing.

      I bet he let his little sister win, too. Duke’s that kind of guy. He doesn’t need to win to prove a point. There are so many sides to him that people don’t know. And they’re missing out on it. Because once you get to know Duke, you don’t want to let him go. I worry about what will happen when our sessions are over. Will he go back to being the captain of the Washington Capitals and forget about us? Or will we have a chance at something more?

      If I were one of my patients, I would tell them to face their fear head-on, which is why I haven’t pushed Duke away. What we’re doing wrong is still highly unethical and unprofessional. We can be friends until his suspension ends.

      After Max looks like she’s about to fall over, she skates off the ice and rushes toward me.

      “Mommy, did you see me? I beat Duke at hockey.”

      Duke is behind her, laughing his ass off. “You did good, kid.” He pats the top of her helmet.

      He drops his stick against the bench and strips off his gloves. Then, he sits down in front of Max to help her remove her equipment.

      “Mommy, Duke said he’ll get me a special hockey stick like his.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I want to,” he says.

      He holds up the black hockey stick that says CCM on it. They all look the same to me. I can’t tell one stick apart from the other.

      “They make the same one for kids,” he says, setting it on the floor. Then, he leans in close. “Don’t worry. It’s just a standard stick most of us use.”

      “Yeah, and she’s going to tell everyone on her new team that she uses the same stick as Duke Baldwin. And that he’s friends with her mom.”

      “That should make her pretty popular,” he says with a wink.

      Since Duke doesn’t see the problem with that, I don’t point it out. No sense in ruining a good day over nothing. It’s bad enough that Max told her dad about Duke hanging out with me after the game. His teammates, one of which was a patient, saw us together, too. We don’t need anyone else to know about us. Our relationship is already much too complicated.

      On our way back to my house, Duke turns up the heat in the car for Max. She’s in the backseat, teeth chattering. I rub my hands together in front of the vents, and Duke laughs but doesn’t comment.

      “You better get used to the cold, kiddo,” he says to Max. “Or you won’t last long playing hockey.”

      Easy for him to say. Men run hotter than women because they have more muscle mass. Duke has a whole hell of a lot of muscle hidden beneath his long sleeve shirt. He doesn’t even bother to wear a winter coat. Most of the time, I see him in a thin shirt more appropriate for summer.

      We haven’t discussed the kiss. Our sessions have been about Duke and helping him grow. I still think about kissing him, think about how his hands felt against my skin, leaving a brush of heat in his wake. Some things you will never forget. For me, that’s Duke and that heart-stopping kiss.

      After we get to the house, I turn on the shower for Max. She looks like a wet dog, with her sweaty hair now frozen to her head from the cold. I promise to make her favorite—hot chocolate with four marshmallows. Without complaint, she gives me a smile and then disappears into the bathroom. She’s a good kid, but I swear she listens more with Duke around.

      “Thank you,” I say to Duke on my way into the kitchen.

      “For what?” Duke asks as he follows behind me.

      “Max is excited that you’re coming with us on her first day of practice.”

      “Her teammates will never believe she knows me otherwise. And besides, what kind of coach would I be if I didn’t come and watch her first practice with the team.”

      “You’re good to her, Duke. I can’t thank you enough.” I point at the pantry closet on the opposite side of the kitchen. “Can you get the marshmallows out?”

      I reach into the cabinet and grab the box of hot chocolate Max loves. Duke comes up from behind me, digging his hip into my side.

      “You’ve been good to me,” he says against the shell of my ear, dropping the bag of marshmallows on the counter in front of me.

      His masculine scent—a mixture of sweat and spicy aftershave—fills my nostrils. He smells so damn good I drink him in. I close my eyes and suck in a deep breath when he moves my hair off my neck. My breath catches as his fingers lightly graze my skin. A moan escapes my lips when his lips hover over my neck, his breath so warm against my cold skin. He slides his hand onto my hip, and his fingers tug at the waistband of my jeans. I want him so damn bad I could scream.

      “Duke,” I whisper. “Max is down the hall.”

      My heart is pounding in my chest, raging a war inside me. I can’t control myself around Duke, and the feeling seems to be mutual.

      “You drive me crazy, Doc.”

      I spin around to face him, and my chest is pressed against his. Duke lowers his gaze and licks his lips. You can see down the V neck of my sweater from this angle.

      “Friends, Duke, remember?”

      He sighs. “Yeah. Friends. But some friends kiss, you know.”

      “Do you want to kiss me?”

      “I want to do more than kiss you,” he says, and shivers roll down my arms.

      His hands move from my hips and up my sides. He stops just below my bra, with his thumbs pressing into my skin over the fabric. Duke holds me so tight it’s as if he’s afraid to let go. I can tell from the time we’ve spent together that when Duke loves you, he loves you hard. He’s not the type of man who will walk away from something he wants. And I’m hoping he stays. Because I feel like there’s something more between us, something we both need to explore.

      His mouth is dangerously close to mine. I lean into him, ready to kiss him when Max snaps me back to reality.

      “Mommy and Duke, sitting in a tree,” she sings, “k-i-s-s-i-n-g.”

      Duke and I burst into a fit of laughter.

      “First comes love,” she continues, now dancing as she sings, “then comes marriage…”

      I laugh so hard, my stomach hurts. Duke can’t even look at me. We didn’t want Max to see us together. Well, I also wasn’t planning to kiss him again, either. We’d agreed to be friends until the end of our sessions. If what we both feel is real, then we can wait. It will only make it more worthwhile.

      “You were kissing my mommy,” Max says as she sits next to Duke at the kitchen table.

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      She makes a fish face at him. “Yes, you were. I saw it.”

      “I almost kissed your Mommy,” he says.

      “You like Mommy,” she says with a wide grin.

      “I do,” Duke admits as his eyes find mine.

      She leans into his shoulder, glances over at me, and whispers, “Mommy likes you, too.”
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      I promised I would apologize to Dean before I meet my family in Chicago. This time, I have to apologize for real. Lila says this is part of my anger management treatment. Plus, Kat already reamed me out for leaving a voicemail for Dean. It went something like this, Hey, dickhead. Sorry, I fucked up your face. Maybe next time, try not to get my sister pregnant.

      I dial Dean’s number and raise the phone to my ear, cradling it against my shoulder. It rings a few times as I add the rest of my clothes to the duffle on my bed. My flight leaves in a few hours. The airport shuttle will be here soon.

      On the last ring, Dean answers. “What now, Duke?”

      “I’m calling to apologize,” I groan, annoyed with his attitude.

      “So, then do it,” he snaps. “I already got your last apology. Thanks for that.”

      “Look,” I say, “Kat is my baby sister. I overreacted.”

      “Ya think? I didn’t even know Kat was pregnant. Imagine my surprise when you hit me for no reason, and then slapped me with the news that Kat’s having my baby.”

      “Well, imagine my surprise,” I say through clenched teeth, “when I found out her so-called best friend knocked her up. So, you thought it was okay to fuck around with my sister and lie to our faces?”

      “This is exactly why Kat didn’t want you guys to know. Kat’s not some hookup. She’s my best friend. I love her, and she’s having my baby. Deal with it!”

      “Are you going to be a man and marry her?”

      He snorts. “Yes, I was planning to ask your dad for permission.”

      “I raised her,” I point out.

      “I know, Duke. Everyone knows that.”

      “You should be asking me.”

      He sighs, and an uncomfortable silence passes between us. “I already bought the ring. Don’t make this any harder than it has to be.”

      “She loves you,” I say. “And as long as you make her happy, then it’s okay with me.”

      He blows a deep breath into the phone. “I’m still going to ask your dad.”

      “Go ahead. I already know he’ll say yes.”

      “Theo and Travis still won’t talk to me,” he says.

      “What do you want me to do about it?”

      “For a split second, you acted like a normal person,” Dean says. “But I see you’re back to being your usual self. I was going to ask you to talk to them for me. You can get through to them when Kat can’t.”

      “Trav and Theo are mad that you lied to them. You were their teammate, their roommate, and their friend. Think about the situation if it were in reverse. I wouldn’t talk to you either.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, well, our situation is different. You hate everyone.”

      “Only select people,” I say with an attitude. “I’ll see the twins in a few hours. I can’t make any promises, but I’m sure they’ll come around eventually. They don’t hold grudges.”

      He sighs in relief. “Thanks, Duke. I appreciate it.”

      “I have to go,” I say when I hear the doorbell ring. “My ride is here.”
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        * * *

      

      It took five hours to pack all of Kat’s boxes into the moving van. For a tomboy, she had a lot of shit in her bedroom. I can pack at a moment’s notice. My travel bags are always light, nothing of any importance to take with me. But Kat apparently is a collector, or more like a hoarder. She has five colors of every shirt, which I don’t understand. Why do you need the same shirt in multiple colors?

      Theo and Travis are in the living room, kneeling on the floor in front of the ninety-inch flat-screen television. They click buttons on the gaming remotes, yelling at each other about getting a wand to advance to the next level. How are they related to me? The twins are mentally about Max’s age. When I was their age, I was already in the NHL and had better things to do with my time.

      Austin plops down on the couch next to me. He hands me a water bottle and then sips from the one in his other hand.

      “I talked to Dean,” I say.

      He nods in approval. “How did it go?”

      I roll my shoulders. “Okay, I guess. He’s asking Dad to marry Kat,” I say in a hushed tone.

      “I like Dean. He’s a good guy. Old school.”

      “He got Kat pregnant, Aus. He’s not that great.”

      “It was an accident, Duke. They didn’t plan it. Stop being a prick about it.”

      I roll my eyes. “We both know you can’t accidentally get a girl pregnant. He knew what he was doing.”

      Austin takes a long sip from his water bottle. “Let it go. Our nephew will be here in a few months.”

      “Nephew? I thought it was too early to know the sex.”

      He rolls his shoulders. “Kat swears it’s a boy because she’s craving salty foods instead of sweets. And because she’s carrying low.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Isn’t that kind of stuff based on folklore?”

      “There’s no science to prove it.”

      “I better be the godfather,” I say.

      “No, way,” Austin challenges, “I’ve been driving between St. Louis and Chicago to take Kat to her appointments. It should be me.”

      Austin sat in every waiting room with Kat and the twins, wiped every nose, and nursed every fever.

      “I’m the oldest,” I shoot back. “So, I get dibs.”

      “Don’t be a dick, Duke!”

      Dad and Kat step into the living room, and he clears his throat to gain our attention.

      Kat’s eyes find mine, and she shakes her head. “Are you guys fighting over who will be the baby’s godfather?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I think it should be me. I’m the oldest and—”

      “Look, guys,” Kat says. “Can you not fight over this? I’m tired, I don’t feel good, and stress isn’t good for the baby.”

      Austin lunges off the couch, rushing over to her side. He glances down at her stomach. Her belly has grown since the last time I saw her. The girl I raised is a woman now, though, some part of me will always think of Kat as a little girl.

      “Are you okay?” Austin asks her. “Did something happen? You know, I’ve been reading a lot of books, so I can help you with the baby. So, I’ll know what to do.”

      “Austin, you already know what to do.” Kat smiles. “You helped raise me.” She looks at Austin and me as she says, “All of you did a good job with me. This isn’t your fault. I did something without thinking, and now, I have to deal with the consequences. But I’m not upset about it, okay? I don’t look at this baby as a bad thing. If anything, it’s what I needed to force me to move back to Philly. I wanted to be with Dean anyway. We’re just starting sooner than either of us had expected.”

      I lean against the edge of the couch, pinching the bridge of my nose between my fingers. Austin blows out a deep breath. My dad shoves his hands into his jeans pockets and forces a smile. The twins are oblivious to our conversation, too busy playing some stupid video game.

      “I don’t want you to give up on your dreams to go running across the country to be with a man,” my dad says to Kat. “Your mother did it for me.” His eyes fall to the floor as he sighs. “She could have done so much more. She wanted to help people, and I took that away from her. I don’t want the same to happen to you.”

      “Dad, c’mon,” Austin says. “Mom didn’t give anything up. She had us. Kat’s not doing the same thing. She’ll find a job in Philly after the baby is born.”

      “Austin is right,” Kat says. “I’ll get another internship after the baby is born. The one I had sucked anyway. I was never allowed to do anything other than order lunches and make coffee. Mr. Hopper treated me like crap and made me cry all the time. It was awful.”

      I stand up, balling my hands into fists at my sides. Austin’s mouth curls up into an angry snarl.

      Dad’s nostrils flare. “He did what?”

      Kat raises her hand to silence him. “Dad, chill. It’s okay. I don’t work there anymore.”

      His eyes widen. “Hopper made you cry?”

      “Guys, calm down, okay?” Kat is way too relaxed when I want to beat the piss out of her former boss. “He’s an asshole, and I don’t work for him anymore.”

      “I’ll have his job,” Dad snaps.

      “I’ll kill him,” I growl.

      “That asshole will pay,” Austin mutters.

      “We got your back, Kit-Kat,” Theo says, raising the controller in his hand.

      I didn’t even think the twins were paying attention to us. Most of the time, the boys live in their own twin world.

      Travis points at Theo. “Yeah, what he says.”

      “I’m gonna miss you guys.” Kat throws out her arms, and we give her a massive group hug.

      “Don’t kill anyone for me,” she says, laughing.

      “I can’t make any promises,” I say.

      “That’s what you said when I told you Dean is the father of the baby, and look at the mess you made.”

      “It’s just a suspension,” I counter.

      “Twenty games,” Dad snaps. “That’s a big deal!”

      Yeah, I know. Get off my ass.

      “Now that I have so much free time, I can go bother Kit-Kat in Philly.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t, Denny.” Kat moves her hands to her hips, which makes her stomach look more pronounced. “You’re not going to harass Dean and me after what you did.”

      “Why? Is your little boyfriend afraid I’ll kick his ass again?”

      “First off, he’s not little. And second, you’re an asshole for going after him. You took Dean by surprise when you told him I’m pregnant. That wasn’t even a fair fight.”

      I shrug. “I would’ve kicked his ass either way.”

      “Don’t raise your voice with me, Dennis McAllister Baldwin.”

      Low blow.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      My middle name is my mother’s maiden name.

      “It’s the name your mother gave you,” Dad says.

      “Oh, dear Lord,” Kat whispers. “Does everything have to be an argument in this house? Can we take a minute to be thankful that we have each other? That we’re all here under one roof for once. And in the middle of the hockey season, of all things.”

      “Speaking of hockey,” Dad says. “The Flyers are on in an hour. I thought we could watch the game together.”

      Kat smiles. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      “With modern technology,” Dad says, “you can’t hide this for long. News outlets have zoomed in on the videos to read Duke’s lips. They know that Duke and Dean were talking about a baby.”

      “They don’t know he was talking about Kat,” Austin says.

      “Eventually, someone will figure it out,” Kat says. “My stomach will get too big to hide it. And I’m going to be living in the same apartment as Dean.”

      Kat pulls her cell phone from her pocket to read a text message. She looks up at me and mouths, Thank you. Dean must have waited to tell her I apologized.

      “I’ll order the pizza,” Austin says, reaching into his pocket for his cell phone.

      “I’ll get the beer.” I head toward the kitchen and mutter, “I’ll need a lot of it to watch this shit.”

      “I heard you, jerk,” Kat yells from behind me.

      I snicker in response. “Trav, Theo.” They look up, and I point to the kitchen. “We need to talk.”

      I promised Lila I would make more of an effort, and helping Dean out with the twins seems like a good start.
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      Lila looks good today. She’s dressed in a black pencil skirt that molds to her thighs and makes her legs look much longer. Her red top scoops low enough to give me a decent view of her cleavage. She has nice tits when she shows them. Most of the time, she’s covered up like a nun.

      “Isn’t that what you want for your sister? A man who loves and supports her?”

      Since the start of our session, Lila has been harping on my apology to Dean. She considers it a breakthrough in my recovery as if I have an addiction. Can you be addicted to being angry? Who knows.

      “Yeah,” I retort. “Of course, I want that for Kat.”

      She smiles. “I’m happy with your progress, Duke.”

      “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Okay, I guess.”

      “Is that why you married that asshole? Because he knocked you up?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and frowns. “My personal life is none of your business, Duke.” Her anger seethes through her. “We’re here to talk about you.”

      “I want to know the woman I’ve been telling all my secrets.”

      “You’ve told me very little,” she snaps. “I understand that you’re upset about your sister and feel like you failed her, but there’s more to your story. You have a history of anger issues. And it’s my job to determine the source of that anger.”

      I stare at her, unsure of how to respond.

      She leans forward, her elbows digging into her thighs. My eyes dart to her pale skin, thinking about sliding my hands up her toned legs. Sitting across from her, especially when I’m this worked up, all I can think about is sex. I want to fuck the tension from my body.

      Puck bunnies have their uses, but Lila isn’t a puck bunny, and I can’t treat her like one. I respect her too much, even though she’s getting under my skin. Fixing my jeans, I adjust myself, hoping she doesn’t notice I’m hard just thinking about her. An awkward silence fills the room. Lila sighs, her eyes fixed on me as she crosses her legs.

      “Fine,” she mutters. “You want to know something about me? This is completely unprofessional and unethical…”

      “Give me something, Doc. I’m over here, spilling my guts to you every week. Do you know how hard this is for me? We have more than a doctor-patient relationship, and you damn well know it.”

      “Ted was my high school sweetheart,” she says with a sigh. “He was the captain of the basketball team. I was a cheerleader.”

      “You don’t seem like the cheerleader type.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I was back then.”

      “Do you still have the uniform?”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Why?”

      “Because now that I have a visual, all I can think about is you in that short skirt and tight top.”

      “Duke,” she warns. “I already said too much.”

      “We already crossed the line, Doc. Why not jump over it?”

      She gasps, looking away from me. A minute passes before she says, “Duke, I can’t…”

      “Do you think I talk to anyone who asks me about my past?” I get up from the chair, closing the distance between us. She peeks up at me, her eyes watery. “Don’t pretend like there’s nothing between us. I know you feel it. We kissed, and I haven’t stopped thinking about it since.”

      “I’m trying to keep this professional. I want to wait until our time is up before we explore anything further. This is my job, my livelihood.”

      “I don’t see the problem.”

      She sighs. “It’s not easy for an outsider to work with professional sports teams. I’m not like you. I don’t have a famous father who can pull strings for me. It took a lot of hard work to get to this point in my career.”

      Even though I should be hurt by her words, I don’t allow them to phase me. She hates herself for crossing the line with a patient. Her anger isn’t directed at me.

      “Why did you become a doctor?”

      “To help people,” she says without hesitation.

      “No, there’s more to your story.” I lock eyes with her. “You chose psychology for a reason.”

      “My mom,” she admits. “She was the reason, okay?”

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She killed herself.”

      Chills roll down my arms from her confession. I understand what it's like to lose a parent.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She sniffs back a few tears. “She was diagnosed with bipolar disorder. For most of my childhood, she was in and out of different facilities. Her moods would spiral so out of control, she spent weeks at a time in the hospital. She had a disease. The doctors could never get her medicine right. Even when they did, she would stop taking it as soon as she felt better.”

      Lila wipes the corner of her eye. “And then, the spiral would start all over again. Some people fall so deep into their depressive states that they have suicidal thoughts. My mother did anything to keep herself sane, which meant prescription and even street drugs. It was hard, my childhood, and I was the parent in our relationship. I took care of her from an early age. I tried to hide her problems for as long as I could. And maybe that was part of the problem. We were on our own, and I was so afraid social services would find out and take me away from her.”

      “What did you do when she went into the hospital?”

      “My aunt would take me for short periods, but she had six kids already and didn’t have enough room for me to live with her full-time. After my mom’s final stint in the hospital, a nurse started asking too many questions. I ended up living in a foster home for a while. My mom couldn’t handle life without me. The weekend I was supposed to see her for our supervised visit, she swallowed an entire bottle of Oxycodone. When she didn’t show, my social worker had the police bust down her door. They found her on the couch and pronounced her dead on arrival.”

      “Shit, Lila. I’m sorry. I thought it was bad when my mom died, but you had it so much worse.”

      “To answer your question, that’s how I ended up marrying that asshole. Ted was a way for me to put my old life behind me and have a real family. We went to college together. He went to law school, and I got my Ph.D.” She leans back in the chair, her arm rested on the edge. “Enough about me. I want to know more about you and your family.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Tell me about your mom,” she says.

      “She passed away from cancer when I was in high school. You already know that.”

      “How do you think that impacted your role in the family?”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “You went from older brother to caretaker of your siblings overnight.”

      “You already know this.”

      “Yes,” she says, “but I’m missing something. I believe your mother’s death and your father’s abandonment is the source of your anger.”

      “You don’t need a Ph.D. to figure that out.”

      “What was it like when your mother was still alive?”

      “Before or after she got sick?”

      “After,” she says.

      “Dad was out of it a long time before she died. He was around all the time when she first got sick, but after the doctors told him it was terminal, he started disappearing. At first, it was an hour or two, and then it turned into days at a time. He hired a nanny, who my mom sent home after the first day. She didn’t want anyone else to raise us.”

      “And how was it after she died?”

      “My dad was either on the road or not mentally available. When he was home, he was just there… until I forced him to stop acting like an asshole.”

      “What did you do to change that?”

      “I smashed his face in.”

      “Would you say your anger started before or after your mom died?”

      “After, definitely after. My dad fucking left us, okay? I had to deal with everything on my own. If Austin weren’t there to help me, I would have lost my mind. The twins never stopped running around. They were a fucking nightmare. Theo and Trav are still a pain in the ass.

      “What about your sister?”

      “Kat’s the only girl. I didn’t know what to do for her. I had no idea what she needed. I had to learn how to do girly shit that my mom did for her.”

      “How did Austin help out?”

      “Austin was better at school than me, so he helped Kat and the twins with their homework. He has a lot more patience than I do. Austin read to them and did stuff like that. He took them to their doctor’s appointments. I drove them to school and made sure they had lunch and didn’t look like slobs.”

      “So, you took on the role of your father?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Walk me through a typical day in your house after your mom passed away. What was it like for you?”

      “I would wake the twins and Kat for school. Then, I’d make them breakfast and pack their lunches. I cooked for them until I forced my dad to hire someone. It’s not like he couldn’t afford it.”

      “Okay, so after you dropped them off at school, what would you do next?”

      “I went to high school with Austin. I was a junior, and Austin was a sophomore. We were both on the ice hockey team, which was hard because we had to practice with our team after school.”

      “Who picked Kat and the twins up?”

      “My coach knew what we were going through. He let me come late to practice with Kat and the twins.”

      “And then, what? Walk me through the rest of your night.”

      “I’d practice with my team, and then we’d go home and eat dinner together. We eventually got a chef who cooked for us. Between Austin and me, we became the parents to three kids that didn’t understand our mom wasn’t coming back and that our dad had left us.”

      “Why do you think he did that?”

      “My mom was the love of his life. He was the love of hers. Dad couldn’t deal with reality.”

      “How do you feel about that kind of love?”

      “I don’t want to feel that kind of pain.”

      “But what if you could experience that for yourself?”

      “When my mom died…” I run my hands through my hair and sigh.

      Why is she asking so many questions?

      The timer on her phone dings, signaling the end of our session.

      “Saved by the bell,” I whisper.

      “We’ll start here next time,” she says as she gets up from the armchair. “Thank you for opening up, Duke.”

      She walks toward the door.

      “Wait. I need to talk to you.”

      Lila turns to face me. “I have another patient in ten minutes. You have to go.”

      “I don’t want to wait until next week.”

      “You’re only required to come once a week.”

      “I was hoping to take you and Max to the D.C. Zoo. She mentioned it the last time we were together.” Standing over her, I pin her against the door with my hip pressed into her body. “I won’t be your patient much longer.” She starts to open her mouth, but I interrupt her. “Don’t give me that shit about crossing lines. We already did. You can’t take it back.” I dip my head down low enough that I can feel her breath on my lips. “I want to spend more time with you.”

      “It’s not just my life we’re talking about. Max loves you. You’re the equivalent of a superhero in her mind. I’m afraid to get her hopes up. She’s already been disappointed with Ted, who’s unpredictable and flaky. I don’t want her to get too attached to you. It would kill her.”

      “Max is the reason I started opening up to you,” I admit.

      She nods. “I figured as much. I saw the change in you the night you met her and then again at the game. I know you don’t think you’re making much progress, but you need to look at how far you’ve come. You've held everything inside for years. Whether you realize it or not, our sessions are working. Allowing Max and me into your life is proof.”

      “One date,” I say against her lips. “I’m not above begging.”

      “Duke, I don’t know…”

      I take her hand and hold it over my beating heart. “Can you feel that?” Lila bobs her head, and I continue, “I’ve never felt like this about another woman.”

      She shakes her head. “This is crazy.”

      “And I’m crazy about you.”

      Lila sucks in a deep breath. Her soft expression hardens, and her tone grows serious. “Please don’t make me regret this.”

      “This isn’t a hookup to me,” I confess. “You’re the real deal, Doc.”

      She glances up at me. “We have to take things slow. Don’t rush me. Don’t push it. I’m not a puck bunny. I’m not going to hop into bed with you on the first date.”

      A smirk tugs at the corner of my mouth. “On the second one, then?” I laugh, and she smacks me on the arm. “Duly noted.”

      “You know what I mean,” she groans.

      “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at eight.”

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    






Delilah

        

      

    

    
      Duke stands in the doorway, dressed in gray slacks and a black button-down shirt. His eyes travel down the front of my dress and linger at my breasts. I chose a strapless red dress that stops mid-thigh and scoops down in the front.

      “Damn, Doc.” He puts his fingers in his mouth and whistles. “You’re either trying to kill me or test your rule about no sex on the first date.”

      “Oh, this,” I say, waving my hand at my side. “It’s nothing. Just something I found in my closet.”

      After I dropped Max off at her dad’s house last night, I went shopping. I bought this for Duke, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      He pulls me into his chest with his big hand on my back and plants a kiss on my lips. “You look beautiful, Lila. If I wasn’t pretending to be a gentleman tonight, I’d rip this dress off you and skip dinner.”

      I laugh so hard, I snort. “Good thing you’re pretending to a gentleman, then.”

      When I turn around, Duke taps me on the ass, causing me to jump.

      “Hey.” I rub my backside, pretending it hurt.

      He shuts the door behind him and follows me into the living room. Duke slides his hand to my stomach, and the other falls to my ass, right where he smacked it. He holds me in place, and every inch of my body hums with electricity.

      “You’re testing me, woman,” he says against my neck. “I think I might have a medical condition.”

      I laugh. “Since when?”

      “I don’t know if I can get rid of this erection any time soon… Not with you in this dress.”

      “That’s not a medical condition,” I point out with laughter in my voice. “That’s your body’s natural response when excited.”

      “I don’t know, Doc.” He rocks his hips into me, so I can feel his length. “I think it might get worse as the night goes on.”

      “Duke,” I warn. “We had a deal.”

      He breathes against my neck, and I fall back into him, leaning my head back on his shoulder. My nipples are painfully sore and digging through the thin fabric.

      “Excited, Doc?” He laughs and then runs his finger along the side of my breast.

      I want him to keep touching me. It’s been years since I last had sex. Wow, that makes me sound pathetic. I was still married for two of the three years.

      “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “Is it dirty?” I can hear the smirk on his lips. “I like dirty secrets.”

      “No.” I hesitate for a second and then mutter, “I’ve only ever been with one man.”

      He lifts his head from my neck. “You’re a good girl, huh?”

      I nod. “So, it’s important to me that we take this slow. I don’t want to rush into anything until we’re both sure that this is going to work out.”

      Duke turns me around until we’re facing. “I like you.” He slides his finger beneath my chin until our eyes meet. “And sex is not what’s keeping me around.”

      “I know,” I say, peeking up at him. “I want it to mean something.”

      “It will,” he says. “Because you mean something to me. You’re the only person alive who knows the real me, and for some reason, you’re not terrified.”

      “Why would I be? The real you is pretty great. You should let more people in.”

      He gives me a genuine smile that illuminates his handsome face. I reach up to touch his cheek, and he grabs my hand, holding it in place. We stay this way for a few seconds before he kisses my hand.

      “My name will only hold our table for so long,” he says. “You ready to go?”

      Smiling like an idiot, I grab my purse from the couch. I can’t believe I’m going on a date with Duke Baldwin. None of this feels real. I had my doubts about this date, but when we’re together, all of my concerns tend to fade away.
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        * * *

      

      The hostess seats us at a table in the far corner of the restaurant, where we have less of an audience. Several people noticed Duke on our way inside. Duke is a big dude. He’s hard to miss, even in a crowded restaurant.

      After our waitress arrives to take our drink orders, Duke slides his chair closer to mine. He hooks his arm around my back, and I lean into his chest, cradled by his warmth. He smells like spicy aftershave and mint. I love Duke’s natural scent when he’s sweaty and dressed in jeans and a tee. Hell, I like him any way I can get him. There’s something so undeniably sexy about him. He’s like catnip to me. Once I get a taste, I can’t stop myself. So, I’m thankful he’s planning to stick to my rules. I think I need them more than he does at this point.

      “At least a dozen people saw us together,” I say. “I thought you’d pick somewhere more… private. Some of the people had their phones out, taking a picture.”

      “No one cares.” He waves his hand dismissively. “They probably thought you were a puck bunny.”

      I snort. “That’s reassuring. And thanks, by the way.”

      He takes my hand and rests it on his thigh, giving it a quick squeeze. “I didn’t mean it like that. You’re the one that pointed out that I’m never seen in public with women. No one knows you’re my therapist.”

      “They might think I’m your girlfriend.”

      “You are my girlfriend.” His tone is serious, possessive. I’m his.

      I glance up at him and smile. “I must’ve missed that conversation. Was I unconscious?”

      He laughs. “You’re my girl, Lila. I don’t give a shit what anyone has to say about it. Therapy or not, nothing will pull me away from you. Unless this isn’t what you want.”

      “It’s most definitely what I want.” I run my thumb along his bottom lip. “I want you, Duke Baldwin.”

      Duke drags his long fingers down my arm, and it sends chills down my spine. The waitress stops by the table to take our orders, interrupting our private moment. We order steak and potatoes. Like me, Duke is a simple eater.

      I lift my wine glass and tap it against Duke’s frosty mug. “To us.”

      The corner of his mouth turns up into a cocky smirk. “That wasn’t much of a toast.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “I’m a doctor, not a public speaker. Take what you can get.”

      He bends down to kiss my neck, torturing me as he leaves kisses that burn my skin. A moan escapes my lips. I cover my mouth, hoping no one heard me.

      “Keep that up,” Duke says, his voice husky and low, “and I won’t make it until the second date. You should know by now that I like breaking the rules.”

      I grin like an idiot. “Who said you’re getting any on the second date?”

      “It was implied,” he says against my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I’m shocked we made it into my living room without tearing off our clothes. I’m straddling Duke on the couch, with my dress bunched up around my waist. He groans into my mouth as I grind against his growing erection, and I moan in response.

      When our lips part, Duke pushes my hair out of my eyes. He gives me a crooked grin that goes right to my throbbing core. One look is all it takes with Duke. He’s so damn gorgeous, from his handsome face to his body that’s ripped with muscle. Years ago, I’d thought I lucked out with Ted. But Duke is every woman’s fantasy rolled into one wet dream.

      Long before we met, I fantasized about him throwing me up against the boards. I still haven’t told Duke that he’s starred in plenty of my dirtiest dreams. He’d probably never let me live it down if he did. Or he might want to reenact them.

      So, maybe I should tell him…

      Threading my fingers through his hair, I slip my tongue in his mouth, desperate for more. He palms the back of my head to deepen the kiss. Each kiss is more intense, more impatient, and greedier than the last. My hands travel over every surface of his body. I can’t get enough of the hard ridges of his abs or his thick, muscular arms that feel like they could hold up the universe.

      He pushes down the front of my dress and pinches my nipple between his fingers.

      “Duke,” I whisper against his lips. “Touch me. Please.”

      The intense pressure building inside me feels like a volcano ready to erupt.

      “I am touching you.” He rolls his thumb over my nipple and massages my breast, as he leaves a trail of kisses along my jaw. “Calm down, woman. You’re like a dog in heat.”

      Laughing, I take his other hand and slide it beneath my dress. His big hand covers my panties. Heat spreads from my cheeks, down my arms, and to my thighs. But the aching between my legs is a deep desire only Duke can satisfy.

      Our eyes meet, and he peels the thin fabric to the side. The anticipation is killing me. Adrenaline courses through my body, my heart beating so fast I can hardly catch my breath. When he pushes a finger inside me, my eyes slam shut. He slides it in and out, so painfully slow, I cry out his name. A ripple of pleasure rolls down my arms in waves.

      “You weren’t lying earlier,” he says as he adds another finger. “Damn, Doc. I can’t wait to be inside you.”

      I lean forward and bury my face against his neck, drowning myself in his scent as I moan his name. Moving faster, he rolls his thumb over my clit while he fills me with another finger. He takes me to the point of ecstasy that causes my mind to go blank. My entire body tightens, so close to reaching the finish line. It’s been too long since a man has made me come.

      “Feel good?” Duke says as he fucks me harder with his fingers.

      “Yes,” I choke out.

      I kiss my way from his neck to his mouth, and when our lips collide, he kisses me like he needs the air from my lungs to breathe. With each kiss, I come undone, and just when I think I can’t take the pressure anymore, my orgasm tears through me. I rest my forehead on his shoulder, attempting to catch my breath.

      “Your rules are getting harder to follow by the second,” he says.

      I lift my head, and our eyes meet. Duke slides his fingers out of me and brings them to his mouth to suck on them. He pins me down with those intense blue eyes that weaken me with one look.

      “I’m not done with you,” he says as he moves me to the cushion next to him.

      Duke drops to his knees in front of me and slides my panties down my thighs. He throws both of my legs over his shoulders like they weigh nothing.

      “Push up your dress,” he growls.

      I do as he requests, and he stares at my bare pussy. His eyes lift to meet mine, and then he moves closer, his breath on my skin hitting every pleasure spot at once. He hasn’t even touched me, and yet I feel like I’m about to break in half. Duke opens his mouth, still holding my gaze as his breath warms my skin. Why is he torturing me? I can tell by the sadistic look in his eyes that he’s enjoying this.

      “Duke,” I groan. “Are you going to make me beg?”

      He smirks. “I was thinking about it.”

      I tilt my head back against the cushion, taking his hair in my hands.

      “You’ve been a good girl,” he says and then kisses my inner thigh. “So, I won’t make you beg… this time.”

      But he will next time?

      He presses another kiss between my legs, and eventually, he makes his way to my aching core. I’m ready to beg for his tongue by the time he rolls it over my clit. With each flick of his tongue, my mind goes blank.

      Duke grabs my thighs and holds them tight, sucking on my clit as he looks up at me. He devours me with a carnal look in his eyes. I’m clawing at my dress. It’s so damn hot in here I can hardly breathe. I massage my breast, and Duke’s eyes light up. He knocks my hand aside and does it for me, as if he was jealous he wasn’t the one touching me.

      My body tenses once more, and my entire body tingles from the orgasm taking over. After I come, Duke licks his lips with a seductive look in his eyes. He gives me his usual intense and haunting look, which makes my body tremble.

      “Hot damn, woman,” he says with one of his usual smirks that tugs at the right corner of his mouth. “It’s a good thing I’ve mastered the art of self-control.”

      I laugh. “I beg to differ. You’re in anger management treatment because you lack self-control.”

      He climbs on top of me and takes my bottom lip in his mouth and sucks on it. “I have control when I need it. And believe me, you’ll be happy about it when the time comes.”

      Duke’s about to kiss me when my cell phone rings. The obnoxious sound Max chose beats through the silence in the room.

      “I have to get that. It’s Max.”

      He looks for my purse on the floor and hands over my cell phone.

      “Hey, baby,” I say, cradling the phone against my shoulder.

      “Mommy, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Then, why are you out of breath?”

      “I was just working out,” I say, biting back a fit of laughter.

      “I thought you went out with Duke.” She sounds confused, as she should be. Because why would Mommy be exercising this late at night? She’s too smart to buy that.

      “I did. We were working out together.”

      Duke shakes his head and turns his head away from me, doing his best not to laugh.

      “Did you do the kickboxing video I like?”

      “Yeah, baby. We tried that one out.”

      “Is Duke still there?”

      “He’s sitting next to me.”

      “Can I talk to him?”

      I hand Duke the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

      He takes it from my hand with a curious look. “Hey, kiddo. How come you’re up this late?”

      I can’t hear what Max says on the other line.

      “Uh-huh,” Duke says. “I can pick you up on Tuesday. Okay. Yeah, talk to your mom, okay? Alright. Night, Max.” He holds out the phone for me to take.

      “Mommy, Duke’s picking me up from school on Tuesday so we can go to hockey practice.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there, too. Get some sleep. It’s late.”

      “Night-night, Mommy.”

      “Night, baby. Sleep tight. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.”

      She giggles and then hangs up.

      I drop the phone onto the table next to the couch and sigh. “I hate lying to Max.”

      “It was a necessary lie,” he says as he sits next to me, dipping the cushion as he hooks his arm around my back. “You couldn’t tell her what we were doing.”

      “I think we should call it a night. That was kind of a mood killer.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Ya think? Now, I know the cure for an erection.”

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    






Duke

        

      

    

    
      Our session starts with me pinning Lila against her office door. I hold her arms above her head and kiss her, loving the way she squirms beneath me. She’s driving me crazy. I’ve never thought about a woman as much I do her. When we’re apart, she’s on my mind. And when we’re together, I can’t keep my hands off her.

      “Duke,” Lila says between kisses. “My assistant is on the other side of this door.”

      I smile against her lips. “So, let her listen.”

      Not amused, she pushes her hands against my chest. A severe expression crosses her face when our eyes meet. “We can’t. Not in my office.”

      Her chest is pressed against mine, her top low enough for me to see her black lacy bra. She dresses less like a nun on the days I come into her office. Most of the time, my girl is all business. Today, she looks like a hot teacher. Her blonde hair is piled on top of her head, with a few loose curls spilling down her back. A touch of pink makeup dusts her eyelids and freckled cheeks. Her skirt stops below her knees, but now that I know what’s underneath, my mind wanders to dirty places.

      I lift Lila, and she doesn’t argue when I set her on top of the desk, pushing papers out of the way. Our lips meet once more, and our tongues tangle together. With Lila, I feel like I’m becoming a different person. Like I want to be a different person for her. She hooks her arms around my neck and pulls me closer. Holding the back of her head, I lower her to the desk and kiss her softly. I trail kisses along her jaw and down her neck until I reach her breasts.

      “Okay, this is too much,” she groans. “We have to stop.”

      “When does Max sleep at Ted’s house?”

      She sits up and fixes her top. “Not until this weekend.”

      I rest my forehead against hers, attempting to regain my breath. “I told Max we could watch Aquaman together.”

      “Come over tonight,” she offers. “I’ll make us dinner. I hope you like mac and cheese because that’s what Max requested when I dropped her off at school.”

      “Are you kidding? Who doesn’t love mac and cheese? That was my go-to dinner when I had to cook for Kat and the twins.”

      She chuckles. “I bet. Max will eat it every night if I let her. She also asked for sundaes, so I have to stop at the market on my way home.”

      “With chocolate syrup?” I ask her, dragging my finger down between her cleavage. She nods, and I continue my slow exploration, “And whipped cream?”

      Lila smiles so wide it reaches up to her eyes. “I think I know where your dirty mind is going with this.”

      “You have no idea how dirty my mind can get,” I say against her lips.

      Her eyes close for a second, and a soft moan escapes her lips. “And you’re going to show me?”

      “This weekend,” I promise.

      She stares into my eyes and blows out a deep breath. “We should finish our session before the timer goes off.” I slide my hand up her thigh, and she makes a hissing sound. “Duke, I’m serious. I have to document something, anything.”

      “You can write about how much you want me to bend you over your desk,” I say, taking her bottom lip into my mouth. “And how hard I’ll make you come.”

      Lila gasps. I pull down her bottom lip with my finger, and she licks it. My willpower is disappearing by the second. She makes it impossible to keep my hands off her.

      “Now, why did you have to go and do that?”

      I grip her thighs and pull her to me. She leans back, resting her palms against the desk, and peeks up at me with a defiant look on her face. I want to be inside her so bad I’m in physical pain. Her office isn’t the right place. My first time with Lila will mean something because she means everything to me. What we’re doing is more than sex. Our relationship is built on an actual connection.

      Lila expects me to keep teasing her. I think she secretly likes it when I do. Instead of kissing her again, I do the right thing and help her down from the desk. I owe her more answers. We made promises to each other, and opening up to her is the one I plan to keep.

      After we settle into our usual places, Lila drops her notepad on her lap and cradles a pen between her fingers. A silence passes between us. Something sparks in her eyes, something I can’t quite place. She tells me that she’s proud of my progress every day. Honestly, she’s the only reason I’m still here. If my GM had assigned me another doctor, our sessions would have been over a long time ago.

      “I want to pick up where we left off,” Lila says, locking eyes with me. “We were talking about your parents.” She glances down at her pad. “You said you avoid relationships because you don’t want to fall in love.”

      “I didn’t say that,” I challenge.

      “Let me rephrase,” she says in her doctor tone. “Your dad fell apart when your mom died because she was the love of his life.”

      “Okay, I did say that.”

      “And you said that you don’t want to experience that kind of love because you’re afraid of going through the same pain as your dad.”

      “I don’t want to lose a part of myself,” I admit. “Not like my dad did.”

      “Do you think that’s how he feels?”

      I nod, sure of the answer. “The dad I grew up with is not the same one who left us to deal with everything.”

      “What was your dad like before your mom got sick?”

      “He taught us how to play hockey. We did everything together. When he wasn’t with his team, he was home with us. He took us to the movies, arcades, carnivals, sporting events, you know, normal dad things.”

      “Duke,” she says, leaning forward, her eyes fixed on me. “I want you to understand something. Not everyone falls apart when they lose love. Some people pick themselves back up and continue living the way their spouse would want them to. You don’t have to live your life in fear of losing something. In fact, you shouldn’t live your life that way, because it’s not a life at all.”

      “I’ve been waiting for the right person,” I counter. “And she’s sitting across from me.”

      Lila blushes, unable to hold my gaze. “Duke, you don’t mean that.”

      “Yes, I do. I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

      She wipes the corner of her eye. “Are you afraid to lose me?”

      “Every damn day.”

      She clears her throat. “And you still want to fight for me?”

      “I’ll never stop.”
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        * * *

      

      Max takes a spoonful of macaroni and cheese from the bowl on the table and starts arranging the letters. She moves the noodles around with her fork and sighs. Then, she takes another spoonful, sliding them across the plate until she spells each of our names.

      “Max, Mommy, and Duke,” she says, pointing at the plate with her fork. She moves the noodles around until they look like a pile of cheese. “You can start this time,” she says to me.

      I shove some noodles into my mouth and look to Lila for further instructions.

      “You have to think of a word,” Lila says, “then give clues, and we take turns trying to guess the word by spelling it out on our plates.”

      I laugh. “Really?”

      She nods. “Yeah, and if you don’t come up with a word and some clues pretty soon, we’ll be eating freezing cold food.”

      “This is my favorite dinner game,” Max tells me.

      “What’s it called?”

      “Mac and Clues.”

      I laugh once, and then stop when I see Max scowling at me. “Okay, I’ll start then. What’s round and black and glides across the ice?”

      Max frowns. “Duke! That’s too easy!”

      “Hey, you never said I had to make the clues hard.”

      Max blows out a breath of air, her eyes narrowed. “You can do better. Try again.”

      “What was the answer?” I challenge.

      “A puck,” she groans. “A first grader could’ve figured that one out.”

      “Fine,” I say. “New, harder clues. Ummm…” I think for a second and decide on a riddle. If she wants a harder clue, she’ll get it. “It belongs to you,” I say, and Max leans closer, “but other people use it more than you do. What is it?”

      She scrunches her nose. “Huh?”

      “It’s a riddle, baby,” Lila says, looking over at me. “And I know the answer.”

      “No!” Max whines. “I don’t know it.”

      “You don’t have to know every answer,” Lila says as she spells NAME on her plate with noodles and holds it up for Max to see.

      Max’s eyebrows raise. “Name? I don’t get it.”

      “It belongs to you,” Lila repeats, “but other people use it more than you do. It’s your name.”

      “Oh,” Max says, eyes wide and mouth open. Then, she taps me on the arm. “Good one, Duke. But you cheated.”

      I snicker. “How did I cheat? I gave you clues?”

      “You’re supposed to describe it.”

      “Next time, you should spell out the rules.”

      “Duke likes breaking the rules,” Lila says with a bright smile. “One point for Mommy. You can go next,” she says to Max.

      “Are we ever going to eat?” I lean in to say the words under my breath. “Because I’m starving.”

      She tips her head toward the stove. “Yeah, I have more on the burner. This is just for fun.”

      “Let me guess,” I say, “this game was Ted’s idea.”

      Lila chuckles. “No, it was mine. I couldn’t get her to eat macaroni when she was younger. So, I told her it was a game.”

      We play a few more rounds of Mac and Clues before we eat our dinner. Max wins because we let her. She announces her victory by taking a lap around the kitchen, and then runs into the living room, begging to watch the movie. After I help Lila clean up, we join Max on the couch. Max jumps on top of us, forcing us to different ends of the sofa. She lounges across both of our laps and kicks me with her shoes. I strip them off, and she wiggles her toes.

      I love nights like these, hanging out with two of my favorite girls. Max is growing on me, and with each day that passes, I’m slowly falling in love with Lila. With both of them. I never thought I would find someone who allows me to be myself, someone who understands why I am this way. Lila isn’t afraid to get close to me. She hasn’t run yet. Still, my fear is there, brewing at the surface.

      I promised Max we would watch Aquaman together because she loves sea animals. With the lights dimmed, we watch the movie like we’re a family. I haven’t done this since Kat and the twins were younger, and I miss it.

      We get halfway into the movie before Max taps me on the arm. Her blonde hair is fanned out around her head on Lila’s lap.

      “Did you know that sea otters hold hands while they sleep?”

      I shake my head. “No, I didn’t.”

      “They hold hands, so they don’t drift away from each other.”

      “Aww,” Lila says.

      I tilt my head to the side to look at Lila. She has no idea I’m watching her as she watches the movie. I can’t wait for our sessions to end, so I can make this official, so I can announce to the world I’m with her. I’ve never wanted anything more.

      “Where do you get all of your facts from?” I ask Max.

      “Google,” she says without hesitation. “Wanna watch a cool sea otter video I found on YouTube? Baby sea otters can’t swim on their own. They have to make a raft to keep their family together.”

      “After the movie,” Lila says.

      Max settles in again, getting comfortable as she moves across both of us. I could get used to this. In fact, I am used to this and don’t want it to end. I love spending time with both of them. With other women, I only wanted to rip their clothes off. But with Lila, we have a real connection. She gets me and tries to understand me.

      The movie ends forty minutes later. Max is snoring, dead to the world as the credits roll down the screen. I lift her in my arms and follow Lila into Max’s bedroom. She stirs when I set her onto the mattress, rolling onto her side. Max mumbles a few things under her breath.

      “She’s been sleeping better since she started hockey,” Lila says. “Skating tires her out.” She kisses Max’s forehead and whispers, “Night, baby. Sweet dreams.”

      Lila closes Max’s door and then leads me into her bedroom, locking the door behind us. She stands on her tippy toes and presses her lips to mine.

      “I’ve been waiting all night to do that,” she says.

      I wrap my arms around her, holding her warm body against my chest. My lips crash into hers, and she parts them for me to sweep my tongue inside her mouth. She tastes like chocolate syrup. And now, I’m thinking about running into the kitchen to grab the bottle. Not with Max here, not tonight.

      Once our lips separate, we get into bed together. Lila curls up against my chest, and I slip my fingers between hers, thinking about what Max said about sea otters. I’ve never done this with another woman. Lila is the one. And as I fall asleep, I hold her hand tight—because I never want us to ever drift apart.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    






Delilah

        

      

    

    
      Tonight is the night. I’m a nervous wreck, running around the house like a lunatic. I keep obsessing over every detail. Our first night together has to be perfect.

      I flip through the pile of clothes on my bed and sigh. I’m going to have sex tonight. Without any kids in the house. With a man who turns me on. So, why do I feel like my heart is about to explode?

      The doorbell rings, and full-blown panic mode sets in. Gah! The panic is real. I glance at the clock, surprised I spent an hour looking for the perfect outfit. The bell rings again. Okay, pull yourself together, woman. You got this!

      Dropping a shirt on the bed, I rush down the hall to answer the door. Duke is on my doorstep, with a bottle of wine in hand, looking like a GQ model. My mouth falls open. Damn, he looks good. A dark long-sleeved shirt stretches across his muscular chest, making his strong arms and big shoulders look more prominent. He appraises me with eyes that are clearly undressing me. Yeah, and here’s the best part. I’m still wearing the same black sweatpants and red tank top I threw on after my shower. My hair is damp and piled on top of my head, my face free of makeup.

      “Don’t mind me,” I say, tugging on my shirt. “I’m going for homeless person chic. It’s a new look I’m trying out.”

      He laughs and steps inside, hooking his arm behind my back. “You’d look good in anything.” Duke kisses me, and my head spins. “Who needs clothes, anyway?” He breathes the words against my lips. “They’ll be on your floor soon enough.”

      After we pour ourselves two glasses of wine, we head into the living room. It’s unusually quiet, the television off for once. My pulse is so fast I can feel my heartbeat throbbing in my neck, like a vein ready to pop. I seriously need to chill out. Tonight means something to him, too, except Duke looks as cool as a cucumber, completely unfazed.

      “I have a secret,” I admit, taking a sip from my glass.

      His eyebrow raises. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Before we met, I used to fantasize about you.”

      He smirks. “Oh, yeah? And what did you think about?”

      I blush ten shades of red, now wishing I didn’t mention it. Yes, I have experience with sex. I was married for ten years. But my sex life is limited to one man. So, maybe I’m a little bit of a prude, at least I am compared to Duke.

      “You can tell me, Doc.” He runs his tongue slowly along his bottom lip. “I want to make all of your fantasies come true. Correction,” he says, his voice deep and sexy, “I will make every fantasy come true.”

      I struggle to catch my breath. “I didn’t have much of a sex life with my ex. We sort of became roommates by the time Max turned five. I’d be stuck sitting on the couch, forced to watch your games, and my mind would wander. I’d imagine you licking my pussy while I watched you play. And then, later that night, I’d get off to the thought of you.”

      He wiggles his eyebrows. “I like where this is headed. Keep going.”

      “You’ve probably heard this before.”

      He rolls his shoulders. “Not from you.”

      “I always imagined you being rough with me. You’re so aggressive on the ice…” I can’t even look at Duke I’m so embarrassed.

      He slides his finger beneath my chin and lifts it until our eyes meet. “I tell you all of my secrets without judgment. You can tell me yours.”

      I bite my bottom lip, attempting to still my nerves. “Maybe I should show you what I would think about… What I still think about.”

      His lips curve up into a wide grin.

      I slide off the couch and extend my hand to him. Duke lifts me up like I weigh nothing and hooks my legs around his back. His lips brush against mine. My heart is racing so fast it slams into my chest. He kisses me as he carries me down the hallway and into my bedroom.

      “Uh,” he says, looking at the bed that has tons of clothes on it. “What happened here?”

      “I couldn’t decide what to wear. Hence, why I ended up wearing homeless chic.”

      Laughing, he sets me on the floor and helps me gather my clothes. Duke follows my lead and throws them into the closet. I guess I’m doing laundry tomorrow.

      Once the bed is cleared, I stand in front of Duke, my breathing erratic. Nerves shake through me, causing my legs to tremble. Duke must sense my fear because he cradles me in his arms like a delicate flower. He holds me like I could break at any second.

      “We can wait,” he says. “If you’re not ready.”

      “I’m ready,” I say without hesitation. “Just kinda freaking out.”

      “How about we start with your first fantasy?”

      I lick my lips in response.

      Duke guides me by the hips to the edge of the mattress. Gripping the waistband of my sweats, he rips them off me within seconds. Duke is like the Houdini of sex. Now you see my pants, now you don’t.

      I look at him with my mouth open in shock. He winks and then drops to the floor in front of me, spreading my thighs to make room for himself.

      “What was I doing on the ice the first time you thought of me licking your pussy?”

      “Not surprisingly,” I say with a wicked smile, “you were fighting someone.”

      He bends forward and pushes my tank over my breasts. “Take this off.”

      I throw the shirt on the floor, now bared to him. His eyes travel over my naked body, and then he hovers his mouth over my pussy. A moan rips from my lips as his breath warms my skin. He’s not even touching me, and yet I can feel him everywhere.

      “What do you like about the fights?” He peeks up at me with a wicked look in his eyes. “What turns you on when you watch me?”

      “You,” I say, fisting a chunk of his dirty blond hair in my hands. “You make the sexiest faces when you fight.”

      He laughs, and the simple movement makes my toes tingle. Duke is too close to my aching core, tormenting me with his questions. Touch me, I want to yell. But I have a feeling Duke is planning to make this an all-night thing.

      “And I bet you make the same determined faces while you’re having sex.”

      He wiggles his eyebrows. “Only one way to find out.”

      Duke raises my right thigh and rests my leg over his shoulder. Because I’m pretty sure he’s trying to kill me, he slides one finger inside me. He pushes it in and out of me, so painfully slow my insides clench around him. I lean back on my elbows, and a soft moan escapes my lips as I watch him withdraw his finger and add another.

      “Duke,” I moan. “Mmm… That feels so good.”

      “Wait until you feel my cock,” he says with fire behind his words.

      “I want to touch you,” I choke out, reaching a hand out in front of me.

      He shakes his head and swats my hand away. “Not yet. Patience, Doc.”

      “In my dreams, you didn’t torture me.” I lean back, and my eyes slam shut from the sensation rocking through my body. “Oh, my God. Keep doing that… I’m so…”

      Duke slams his fingers into me, hitting every pleasure point at once. “Come for me,” he groans, rolling his thumb over my clit. I moan in response, and he adds, “That’s it, baby. Strangle my fingers like they’re my cock.”

      I’m on the edge of losing control, so close my entire body trembles. Duke clutches my thigh in his big hands, his mouth dangerously close to my aching clit. His fingers glide in and out me, slick with my juices. He looks up at me with an evil grin on his lips, and then he rolls his tongue over my sensitive skin.

      “Duke,” I groan, running my hand through his hair, desperately needing more of his tongue as I pull him closer.

      His eyes flicker with heat, giving me tentative licks as he watches me. His eyes haven’t left mine from the second we stepped into the bedroom. A rush of excitement spreads up my thighs with each flick of his tongue, and when he slips his tongue between my folds, an intense wave of pleasure washes over me.

      I grip his hair, greedy for more, and his tongue slides further inside me. My toes curl. My body is wound so tight I feel like a rubber band about to snap. Heat courses through my veins, sending a brush of fire up my legs and arms. I ride out my orgasm, and Duke sucks on my clit as I hit the peak of my climax.

      “Damn, Doc,” he says, rolling his thumb along his bottom lip. His mouth is glistening with my juices. “So, was that how you’d imagined it?”

      “My dreams don’t even do you justice,” I say, out of breath.

      He smirks. “What’s your next fantasy?”

      I tug on his shirt. “Take this off.”

      His shirt hits the floor a second later. I run my hands over his strong shoulders and down his thick arms. He’s built like a boxer, his muscles so hard it’s like touching steel. His skin is so smooth I get a little carried away, running my fingers over his chiseled stomach.

      “In my dreams,” I say, gripping his shoulders, “you made me get on my knees.”

      “Oh, I like where this is going,” he groans.

      “I figured you would.”

      He lifts me up from the bed, his fingers digging into my back. I stare into his eyes as I strip off his belt and flip open the button on his jeans. His pants and boxers are on the floor along with mine a few seconds later.

      “You want me to take the lead now?”

      I nod, and his eyes illuminate.

      He likes this game.

      I like it, too.

      “Get on your knees,” he orders, and I do as he says.

      He’s so long and hard that my mouth falls open at the sight of him. Since this is now his show, he takes my hand and wraps my fingers around his thick shaft. I stare up at him, awaiting my next instruction.

      “Lick the tip,” he says in a husky voice that sends a chill down my arms.

      I flatten my tongue and lick him. He hisses in response, and then his fingers slip through my hair. I had expected Duke to like everything hard and fast. But he seems to like taking things slow, which surprises me.

      I suck the head of his cock into my mouth, and he lets out a guttural groan. “Fuck, that feels good.” He looks down at me, pushing my hair out of my face. “Did I come in your mouth in your dreams?”

      I shake my head and shove more of him into my mouth. His hand falls to the back of my head, and his grip tightens on my hair. A few seconds later, he pulls his cock from my mouth and extends his hand to me. I’m on my feet, my chest pressed against his, with his cock digging into my stomach.

      He grabs his pants from the floor and rips open a condom, quickly rolling it down his length. He holds my arms above my head, caging me against the wall with his muscular body.

      “Is this what you want?” His breath on my earlobe sends a wave of heat down my arms.

      “Yes,” I whisper, wondering if he can read minds.

      His kiss is intense and aggressive, the angriest kiss he’s ever stolen from me. Every woman fantasizes about hockey players fucking them up against the boards. Wall sex, baby! But how many women get to reenact their fantasies with their favorite players? I never thought my dirty dreams would become a reality… until now. And the real thing is a million times better.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, and he lifts me up, slowly sliding me onto his cock. He moves his hand to my back to brace the impact as we slam into the wall. Without breaking the kiss, Duke rocks his hips. I moan into his mouth, moving my hips in unison as he fills me. His muscles flex around me, holding me so tight I can’t move an inch.

      My body is on fire from the heat coursing through my veins. I dig my fingernails into his back, and he groans in response. He peels his lips from mine, and our eyes meet. Duke looks like he wants to devour me as he pounds into me.

      “Hold onto my shoulders,” he says.

      The moment I clamp down on his shoulders, he slides me up and down like I weigh nothing, slamming into me with each thrust. I scream his name, and a wild look crosses his face. An orgasm shakes through me so fast and intense it hits me like a hurricane. I can tell Duke is just warming up. This is foreplay for him. I’m a sweaty, tired mess, and he looks like he could go all night.

      “Can you handle more?”

      “Uh-huh.” I lean my head back against the wall. “Don’t stop.”

      In one swift motion, he spins us around, and my back hits the mattress. Duke rocks into me, planting soft kisses on my neck and jaw before making his way to my lips. He moves slower than before, taking his time with me. I appreciate the change of pace because I’m already sore and biting back the pain. Duke slides deeper and deeper, and my body tingles from head to toe.

      He kisses his way from my mouth to my breasts, sucking my nipple into his mouth. His teeth graze the tiny bud, and my moans turn to screams. The combination of his teeth and tongue set off every pleasure spot at once. He quickens his pace, still licking and sucking on my nipples as he digs his fingers into my sides. Our bodies move together, his thrusts matching mine.

      Duke reaches between us to roll his thumb over my clit, and my eyes snap shut. A moan tears from my lungs. He groans, and then lifts my leg over his shoulder, sliding deeper inside me. My muscles tighten around him, and his pace quickens. Heat licks my skin, rolling down my arms as an intense sensation spreads throughout my body.

      I come again, and eventually, Duke rides out his high, chasing it like another victory. Sweaty but not out of breath, he collapses on top of me. He gives me a quick kiss and then rolls onto the other side of the mattress.

      “Is that what you had in mind?” Duke asks with a satisfied grin.

      I curl up with him. “My reality is so much better than my fantasies.”

      “I improvised,” he says in a playful tone.

      “No, I think you can read minds. Because that was exactly what I’d imagined.”

      He cups my breast, pinching my nipple between his finger as he rolls me onto my side. “You think you can handle more?”

      Shocked, I choke out, “You’re ready to go again?”

      Duke presses his erection into my ass. “I’m always ready.”

      “Hockey players,” I mutter.
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Duke

        

      

    

    
      I stand at the entrance to the rink next to Lila. She slips her fingers between mine and squeezes my hand. Lila is terrified of Max playing in her first game. For the past week, she’s been panicking, afraid Max will get hurt. I couldn’t lie to her. At some point, Max will get hurt. Hockey is a rough sport.

      “Do you think she’ll be okay?” Lila covers her mouth with her gloved hand and shivers.

      “Max can handle it,” I assure her, wrapping my arms around her to keep her warm. “I taught Max what she needs to know. She’s more prepared than her teammates. And by the looks of it,” I say, pointing at the team practicing at the other end of the rink, “Max is the best on the ice. I’m not worried.”

      The girls on the opposing team look like they’re chasing their tails. They have no idea what they’re doing. A blonde girl skates away from the net with the puck. She doesn’t seem to grasp the concept. Two girls, who look like sisters, are busy waving at their parents in the stands, oblivious to their surroundings. Their coach looks irritated, and I don’t blame her. I don’t have the patience to teach youth hockey.

      I cup Lila’s shoulder when I see the concern furrowing her brows and pull her closer. “Trust me, Doc. Max will be fine.”

      She relaxes into me and rests her head against my chest. “I hope so. I worry about her all the time. She’s not like other kids.”

      “Max is better than other kids.”

      Lila smiles. “I feel like she’s growing up so fast.”

      “I remember when Kat got accepted into college. I didn’t want her to go. I begged her to stay in Chicago with my dad.”

      “You get it,” she sighs. “It’s hard to let them do their own thing. I want to make every decision for her, but I also don’t want to hold her back from doing what she loves.”

      “Yeah, I know that feeling. At least Kat didn’t date in high school or college. I was afraid she would bring some idiot home and that I’d have to rearrange his face.”

      She chuckles. “You just waited until Dean got drafted into the NHL.”

      “Okay, Dr. Smart Ass,” I say with a mock attitude. “Laugh it up.” I press my lips to her earlobe, and she shivers. “Keep teasing me, and we’ll see what happens when we get home.”

      “Duke,” Lila says, her blue eyes wide. She presses her finger to her lips. “Be quiet.”

      No one can hear me over the cheers inside the rink.

      I look to my left, where Max is on the ice, practicing with her teammates. She sweeps the puck from left to right to dodge her opponent. Max has some skills. With a few more years of practice, she might be as good as Kat was at her age. Kat was the best player on the ice. Much like this league, most of the girls had no idea what they were doing.

      Max’s eyes lift from the ice, and she looks over at Lila and me. She waves her gloved hand, smiling with her mouthpiece showing.

      After their warm-up ends, Max skates over to us and rips out her mouthguard.  “Duke,” she says, spitting a little bit. “Coach said I can start this game.”

      “Of course, he did. You’re the best player on the team.”

      Max leans in, moving between Lila and me. “The girls on my team kind of suck,” she says under her breath.

      “Max,” Lila says, laughing. “Don’t let them hear you say that.”

      She holds up her hands and shrugs. “It’s true, Mommy.”

      A whistle blows, and Max glances over her shoulder at her coach.

      Lila pats the top of Max’s helmet. “Have a good game, baby. We’ll be in the stands rooting for you.”

      I raise my hand, and Max gives me a high-five. “Go get ‘em, Mad Max.”

      She laughs at my nickname for her and then skates toward her bench. This is Max’s first game with her team, and as usual, her dad has flaked on her again. Ted promised to come to her practices, all of which he called at the last minute to cancel. Some he didn’t even show up at all. He’s worse than my dad. At least my father called ahead of time, so we could prepare ourselves for the disappointment.

      We take our seats in the front row, leaving extra space for Ted in case he shows. A few of the fathers surrounding us glance in my direction. A dark-haired guy taps the middle-aged man next to him and nods at me. I raise my hand to acknowledge them. Both of their mouths drop when I confirm their suspicions. All of the parents on Max’s team know me. They’re used to seeing me in the stands and sometimes on the ice to help the coach.

      Youth hockey games are painfully slow and almost excruciating to watch as an adult. But this game… It’s worse than watching paint dry. Max is the only highlight so far. She’s taken seven shots already, two of which almost went into the net. The goalie on the other team has no hand-eye coordination, but somehow, she managed to knock the puck away at the last minute. Max pouted all the way back to the bench.

      Midway through the game, a familiar face appears. Father of the Year strolls down the row toward us, talking on his cell phone. Ted doesn’t even glance at the ice. He doesn’t even notice we’re here until he almost trips over my shoe. Asshole.

      “I’ll call you back in five,” Ted says and then looks down me. He narrows his eyes at me. “Duke, what are you doing here?”

      The sight of him makes my skin crawl.

      “Someone has to show up for Max,” I snap.

      Ted’s nostrils flare. “How dare you? She’s my daughter.”

      “Then, act like it,” I growl, balling my hands into fists.

      He clutches the phone in his hand, his jaw set in anger. “You have no right.”

      “Yes, he does,” Lila says. “Duke has shown up for Max every time she’s needed him.”

      Ted shoots daggers at Lila. “You think you can replace her father?”

      “Stop it, Ted!” Lila covers her face with her hands and sighs.

      Fueled by my rage, I stand up, towering over Ted. I want to Hulk Smash him into the ground. He would deserve it. A shitty father like Ted deserves the same ass-kicking I gave to Dean. The same one I gave my dad back in high school. But I’m a changed man now. I can control my anger.

      Lila tugs on my shirt with a pleading look in her eyes. It takes every ounce of energy to keep me from choking this prick. For Lila and Max, I have to be a better man.

      “No one is trying to replace you.” I cross my arms over my chest, and Ted steps back. “Now, sit down and shut up. You’re ruining the game for everyone. And next time, show up on time.”

      “You’ll regret this,” Ted grunts.

      I wave him off, and he climbs up the bleachers until he finds an open seat.

      “Thank you for defending us,” Lila says under her breath. “But Ted has connections in this city.”

      “So, do I.”

      She bites her lip and nods. “I hope Ted doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      I consider her words for a second. Ted is the Chief of Staff for Senator Robert Banks, which makes Ted sort of a big deal in D.C. In recent years, politics have played a big part in American sports. Maybe that wasn’t the best idea to piss off one of my—now former—biggest fan.
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Duke

        

      

    

    
      Waking up next to Lila is the best feeling in the world. Until I met her, I had thought my team winning the Stanley Cup was the best high I would ever get. We won last year. Before my suspension, my team was on their way to another victory. But right now, Lila is the only thing I want to conquer.

      I feel like I have waited my entire life for her. Lila and Max are the missing pieces to my messed-up puzzle. I didn’t know how much I needed love until I met her. I spent years of my childhood raising my siblings, and because of her, I realize how much I missed having a family.

      Lila is in bed next to me, curled up on her side, her bare ass pressing against my hard cock. Lila purrs softly as she sleeps. Every sound this woman makes drives me wild. I slide my hand up her thigh, and she squirms. And by the time I make my slow exploration up to her breast, she rolls onto her back.

      “Duke,” she whispers with one eye open. “I’m trying to sleep.”

      I roll my thumb over her nipple. “You can sleep when you’re dead.”

      Her laughter turns into moans as I massage the tiny bud between my fingers. Her eyes open, and she licks her lips.

      “This isn’t a bad way to wake up,” she lilts.

      I slip my hand between her legs, groaning when I feel how wet she is for me.  Her body responds to the softest touch. Each thrust of my fingers rips a moan from her lips. She’s writhing against my hand, greedy and begging for more.

      In one swift motion, I remove my fingers and lift her on top of me. Quickly, I reach for a condom, and seconds later, I’m inside her. This is the best feeling in the world, second to the way this beautiful woman loves me. She doesn’t have to say the words aloud for me to know that she feels it, too.

      I rock my hips, digging my fingers into her side as she rides my cock. Her nails scratch my skin, clawing at me like a cat in heat. Lila screams my name, followed by a few curses. She’s so close I can feel it when her body trembles. Seconds later, her orgasm hits her hard, and I find my release not long after.

      Out of breath, Lila collapses on top of my sweaty chest. She hooks her arms around my neck, kissing me softly.

      “Good morning to you, too,” she says, laughing against my lips.

      I lift my hips, still inside her, and she moans. My cock is still semi-hard, and if I wasn’t so tired from all of the sex we’ve had in the last twenty-four hours, I would consider going another round. We have to capitalize on the nights Max spends with her dad.

      Before she rolls off me, I grab her hips. “Take a shower with me.”

      She glances over at the alarm clock on the bedside table. “We have to be quick. I have to meet a patient.”

      My cell phone rings. Austin’s name pops up on the screen.

      “Go ahead,” Lila says, moving to her side of the mattress. “I’ll get the water ready.”

      I watch her sweet ass walk into the bathroom and then raise the phone to my ear. “What’s up, Aus?”

      “Have you seen the news?”

      I sit up, my heart hammering against my ribcage. “No, what’s wrong? Is it Dad? Kat? The twins?”

      “No, Duke. It’s you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Someone took pictures of you with the doctor.”

      “What?” Now, my heart is pounding faster, so hard I can barely catch my breath. “Where did you find them?”

      “One of those sleazy tabloids shared a few pics last night. People are sharing them like crazy. Some of the posts have over a million shares.”

      I ball my hands into fists, wanting to punch a hole in the wall until I remember I’m at Lila’s house. She would kill me. And how am I going to tell her about this?

      “Dad already made a few calls,” Austin says with unusual calmness. “He got a few of the stories pulled.”

      “What are they saying?”

      “They’re trashing the doctor. Somehow the media found out you’re in anger management.”

      No one, apart from my family and team, knows the truth.

      “They have pictures of you kissing her. They’re saying she screwed her way into a contract with the Caps.”

      “Fuck.” I pinch the bridge of my nose between my fingers and sigh. “Send me the link.”

      “Which one?”

      “I don’t care. Pick one. I have to fix this.”

      “I don’t know if you can. Dad talked to your GM this morning. It doesn’t look good for your girl.”

      The thought of someone snooping on us produces a rage inside me. If Ted had anything to do with this, he’s a dead man. He threatened me at Max’s game last week. This must be my payback. But would he do this to the mother of his child? He must have cared for her at some point. Ted is an asshole, but a stunt like this is beneath him.

      “Look at your texts,” Austin says.

      “Hold on a sec.”

      I open the text message he sent and click on the link. An online sports newspaper called Sports Buzz broke the story this morning. None of the images are scandalous. They have snapshots of me kissing Lila’s forehead outside the rink where Max plays hockey. Max is even in one of them. I’m on the ice with Max, hunched over in front of her. The pictures were taken over the last month. Whoever took them has been stalking us for a while. Ted would never do this to Max. So, who shot the pictures and leaked them?

      “Kennedy Kane,” I say when I see the name on the article. “Isn’t this Tyler Kane’s wife?”

      “Yeah. Dad’s calling her now. He’s thrown her a bone in the past. I’m sure she’ll take the article down.”

      “I’m afraid the damage is already done,” I mutter.

      “What damage?” Lila crosses her arms over her chest, staring down at me with concern furrowing her brows.

      “Hey, Aus, can I call you back? I need to talk to Lila.”

      “Yeah, sure. Good luck, bro. I’m here if you need me.”

      “I know. Thanks.”

      My bottom lip quivers when I look up at her. How do I tell her that dating me has ruined her career, her reputation?

      I pat the mattress. “Sit. We need to talk about something important.”

      “You’re scaring me, Duke.” She crosses the room, hovering over me. “What’s going on?”

      I pull her onto my lap, and she leans her head back against my chest.

      “People know about us.”

      She sits up, eyes narrowed. “What people?”

      “Anyone who reads the news.”

      She gasps, covering her mouth with her hand. “No,” she whispers, speaking between her fingers. “That’s not possible. We were careful.”

      I shake my head. “Not that careful. There are pictures of me with Max at her practice. A few images of me kissing you after her games. There’s even an image of the three of us at the D.C. Zoo.”

      “Ted,” she stammers. “He said…” Her eyes go wide as her voice trails off.

      “I don’t think he did this. He wouldn’t let someone print pictures of Max. If he wanted to get back at me, he wouldn’t have taken it out on her.”

      She bobs her head, holding her palm out. “I need to see what they’re saying about me.”

      I hand over my cell phone, and as she reads, tears fill her eyes. I run my hand down her back to soothe her. All of this is my fault. If I had listened to her and waited, she wouldn’t be in this mess right now. But it’s not the article from Sports Buzz that bothers her. She Googles our names, and dozens of articles pop up in the feed.

      “They even have videos,” she says with tears spilling down her cheeks. “Max is going to see these. She lives on YouTube.”

      I hug her against my chest, holding onto her for dear life. She’s going to hate me. How could she not blame me for putting her in this position?

      “It’s not just your team that I’m worried about,” she chokes out. “All of my patients are professional athletes. I could lose everything over this…”

      “I’m sorry, Lila.” I kiss her shoulder, and she cries harder. “My dad is already working on getting the articles taken down. I’ll call my lawyer and my publicist.”

      “That won’t be enough,” she groans.

      “Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

      She sobs on my shoulder. “I told you this would happen.” Lila lifts her head, unable to meet my gaze. “I knew someone would find out. I knew this was a bad idea.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” I snap. “This isn’t a fling, Lila. I’m in love with you… I love you. I don’t care what anyone says about us. It doesn’t change a thing.”

      “Yes, it does.” She sniffs and then slides off my lap. “I’m a terrible doctor.” She shakes her head, her back turned to me as she mutters, “How could I be so stupid?”

      I reach for her hand, and she steps to the side.

      “C’mon, Lila. Don’t shut me out. We can figure this out together.”

      “How?” She glances over her shoulder, wiping her eye with the back of her hand. “Your name barely got you out of the last scandal. And it won’t fix my problems.”

      “This is my problem,” I counter. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Duke,” she groans. “Open your eyes. This will bounce off you like nothing ever happened between us. But for me, this is my livelihood. I worked my ass off to get where I am in my career. I was respected, considered an expert in my field. And now, I’m the laughing stock of the Internet. Have you read the comments online? They’re saying I should be fired, and I probably will be. It’s only a matter of time before the calls start rolling in.”

      I close the distance between us, afraid she’ll punch me if I try to touch her again. Sucking in a deep breath, I blow it out, wishing I knew how to fix this. How to fix us. I can see it in her eyes. She regrets crossing the line with me, and I didn’t’ make it easy for her to say no. When I want something, or in her case, someone, I’m persistent to the point I wear them down. I’m used to breaking things. It’s kind of my specialty. But I never meant to break the woman I love.

      Lila bites her cheek. “How am I going to survive this?”

      How do I make this better for her? Words mean nothing. I can say I’m sorry all I want, but it doesn’t change the fact she is the highlight of the Internet. Our articles are trending on Google, which means it won’t be long until Max reads them. She’ll see the videos and hate me, too.

      “We’ll do it together,” I promise.

      My cell phone cuts through the silence. The damn thing hasn’t stopped ringing since I hung up with Austin. Lila glances over at it, and her nostrils flare. She has every right to be angry.

      “Answer it,” she growls.

      “The only person I want to talk to is standing in front of me.”

      She shakes her head, and her hair falls in front of her eyes. I let the phone ring again, not giving a shit about the calls and texts rolling in, one after another. What’s the point? I bet it’s my dad or Kat or even my coach calling to yell at me. That’s all they ever do anymore. I guess I deserve it.

      Thankfully, Austin hit me up first. He softened the blow. Much like Lila, Austin has a way of calming me down.

      Lila’s cell phone rings next, and the room fills with a familiar ringtone we both recognize.

      “Shit,” she mutters. “It’s Max. What am I supposed to tell her?”

      I have no idea what to say. What would I tell my child if I were in her position?

      Without waiting for my response, she answers the call. “Hey, baby.” She sighs. “Max, I know. You can’t believe everything you read on the Internet.”

      Lila wraps a silky robe around her naked body and ties the belt around her waist. She swats a fallen tear from her cheek. I wish I knew the right thing to say to make her feel better.

      She turns her back to me, and for the first time since we started dating, she gives me the cold shoulder. Lila walks out of the bedroom, and chills roll down my spine. I slump to the mattress, knowing I have to give her space. I need plenty of it when I’m in rage mode. Everyone knows to let me seethe on my own.

      My cell phone rings again, and this time, I pick it up.

      “Tom,” I say to the general manager of my team.

      “My office,” he yells. “Now! And bring Dr. Devine with you.”

      “Don’t take this out on her,” I plead. “This is my fault.”

      “I’m sure it is. I warned you. I told you this was your last shot.”

      “Do whatever you want to me. Don’t take this out on Lila.”

      “Save it, Duke,” he snaps. “You have one hour. Get your ass over here.”

      I throw the phone against the wall, and it breaks into pieces that scatter across the room. Fuck. I haven’t lost my anger like this in months. As I collect the remnants of the phone, Lila enters the bedroom.

      “What have you done, Duke?”

      She rushes into the room and lifts a picture frame from the floor. I didn’t even notice it fell. Lila clutches it against her chest and cries.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” She stares down at the picture in the broken frame. “Why do you have to act like this?”

      “You tell me, Doc. You’re the expert.”

      Her bottom lip quivers, and when she looks up at me, her mouth twists into disgust. “Get out! Just go! I need to be alone.”

      “You’re mad about a picture frame?”

      “Yes, you idiot!” She shows me the broken glass that has a picture of her with her mom inside it. “This is the last picture we took together. Just go, Duke. I can’t do this right now. I thought you were getting better. I thought I was helping you.”

      “You were… You are… Lila, please. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to throw my phone. I just got so—”

      “Angry,” she finishes. “Yeah, so much for your anger management working.”

      “It is working,” I challenge. “People don’t change overnight.”

      She bends down to gather the remaining pieces of glass. “Why do you have to break everything?”

      “I’ll buy you another frame.”

      She snorts. “This frame can’t be replaced.”

      “I’m sorry, Lila.” I run a hand through my hair and sigh. “I fuck everything up.”

      “That does seem to be your forte,” she says with an attitude.

      I won’t argue with her, not when I know she’s right about everything.

      “We have to leave soon. Tom called. He wants to see both of us in his office in an hour.”

      She pushes herself up from the floor with a groan and then slams the bathroom door behind her.
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      We drive to the Capital One Arena in silence. Duke seemed to take the hint that I don’t want to talk after I slammed the bathroom door. This is the first time I’ve shut him out. But after hearing the pain in Max’s voice, I can’t think straight. She was so upset about the horrible things people are saying about me.

      I knew my relationship with Duke could end badly for me. I knew it was unethical to date a patient, and I did it anyway. I set a bad example for my daughter.

      A local radio host mentions Duke. I turn up the volume, and Duke turns it down from his steering wheel. Our eyes meet, and I glare at him. I don’t hate him. In fact, I think I love him. Unfortunately, I’ve learned over the years that love hurts. It especially hurts to love Duke Baldwin. My heart aches when I look into his sad, blue eyes. I know he’s sorry, even though this is not all his fault. We both entered into this relationship, understanding the possibilities. I, more than him, knew the risks we were taking.

      “I want to hear it,” I say.

      “No, you don’t,” Duke growls. “Trust me. It’s never good.”

      Once we’re inside the building, we’re ushered to Tom’s office. He sits behind a long mahogany desk, his jaw set like stone. Tom throws out his hand, motioning for us to sit. My legs tremble as I enter the room with Duke. I consider grabbing his arm to keep me from crashing to the floor and stop myself. I’ve gone through worse in my life. From my mother’s death to the end of my marriage, I have endured plenty of pain over the years. But this feels different. Everything with Duke is different from before.

      “Care to explain the nature of your relationship?” Tom crosses his arms over his chest, his lip curved up into a snarl. “I’ve read dozens of articles today, but I’d rather get the story from both of you.”

      “This is my fault,” Duke says.

      “No, it’s mine,” I interject. “I should have put an end to it.”

      Duke looks at me, his eyes wide and glassy, like a little boy who just found out there’s no Santa. “Lila, c’mon…”

      “Duke, no. Don’t try to defend me. I’m your doctor, and as my patient, I had a responsibility to you.”

      “You did,” Tom says in a firm tone, “and as of today, you no longer work for the team. Your actions have violated the ethics clause in your contract.”

      I bite back the wave of nausea sweeping over me, and the tears that I’m desperately fighting to keep at bay.

      “Tom, don’t do this to her,” Duke growls. “It’s my fault. I pushed things too far. Blame me. Trade me. But don’t take Lila’s job away from her.”

      Tom folds his hands on his desk, studying Duke’s face with an unreadable expression. “You have a habit of screwing things up, Baldwin. You had a good thing going here. This little arrangement your dad suggested was your last chance. I warned you what would happen if you screwed this up.”

      “Can you afford to lose me?” Duke glares across the desk at him. “Can the team? They’ve been playing like shit since my suspension.”

      “We’ll make the playoffs,” he challenges.

      “We will,” Duke agrees, pressing his palms to his thighs as he leans forward, his eyes fixed on the team manager. “But they won’t get far without me. You need me. The team needs me.”

      “Your attitude has been a problem for years,” he says with a nasty look crossing his face. “I don’t want to see you go. But don’t you dare fucking tell me what this team needs.” His voice raises several octaves, sending a shiver down my arms.

      I grip Duke’s arm, though his biceps are far too thick for me to wrap my fingers around. Duke’s head snaps in my direction. When our eyes meet, I issue a silent warning. He can fly off the handle and prove he’s the same person, or he can make a choice and show Tom that he’s changed. I yelled at him earlier, because I was upset about my family heirloom.

      I was angry that he broke his phone, falling back into his old ways. It only made me feel worse. Like nothing I’ve said or done over the past few months has helped him. But deep down inside, I know I have gotten through to him.

      But what happens to Duke when I’m not around? Will he go back to his old ways? I don’t want to think about the impact it will have on his life, on both of our lives.

      “You have three weeks left on your suspension,” Tom says to Duke. “Coach Marshall wants you back on the ice with the team for practice.”

      Duke grins like a fool. Men like him always win.

      As I expected, Duke gets a slap on the wrist, while I lose everything. It’s a lot easier to be mad at someone else when you’re the one to blame. I’m an adult. I knew what I was doing was wrong, and I did it anyway. So, now I have to suffer the consequences.

      “Would you excuse us, Dr. Devine?” Tom tips his head toward the door.

      Ashamed, I can’t even look Tom in the eye.

      Duke touches my arm. “Wait for me, okay?”

      I nod, because how else will I get home? He drove me here.

      When I was in college, I was already married to Ted. I never did a walk of shame out of the dorms or a frat house. Hell, I never even did anything slutty. And as I leave Tom’s office, I imagine the gut-wrenching, soul-crushing feeling I’m experiencing now would have come pretty close.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I climb into Duke’s SUV, and for the first time, he doesn’t slap my ass to help me into my seat. Not that I want him to touch me right now. We have a lot to talk about, a lot for me to think about. Duke slides into his seat and turns on the engine. He stares out the window with a blank expression on his face. Since we walked into Tom’s office, Duke looks like he’s aged five years.

      “We’re breaking up, aren’t we?” Duke’s deep voice cuts the silence.

      “For now,” I say, my voice trembling. “I need to think about everything. About how much I screwed up.”

      Duke leans back in his seat and shoves his hands through his hair with a frustrated groan. “I wish I could say that I regret pushing you to date me. I wish I could say that I would take it all back. But I meant what I said earlier. I love you, Lila. I’ve never been in love with a woman before. And I don’t know what to do or say that will make this better. I wish I had the answers. I wish I could do something that doesn’t make me feel so useless. But please… I need you.” A single tear falls from his eye when he locks on to me. “I can’t lose you.”

      “Don’t make this any harder, Duke.” I wipe the tears falling from my eyes away. “Give me some time to think. I just lost my job, and I’m sick to my stomach over it. I want to crawl under a rock and hide.” I cover my face with my hands. “I still have to pick up Max from her dad’s house and explain to her why her mom is all over the Internet. Why her mom is in pictures and videos on every major social media platform and news outlet. She was crying when I talked to her. She doesn’t understand why everyone is trashing me.”

      Duke grabs my wrist, and when he kisses my hand, his tears wet my skin. “I’m sorry, Lila,” he whispers. “I’m sorry…”

      There’s nothing else to say, no way for either of us to make this right.

      “Can you take me home?” I say after a long silence passes between us. “Max is expecting me, and I have a lot of explaining to do.”

      Duke drops my hand and wipes the corner of his eye. He blows out a deep breath and moves the shifter into drive. I study every one of his features, committing Duke to memory, because I want to remember him, unsure if we still have a future.
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      Two weeks have passed since I last spoke to Lila. She hasn’t made any contact, and as promised, I have kept my distance. Every two seconds, I consider texting or calling her. For most of my waking hours, I think about her. I wonder what she’s doing, how’s she coping without me. I wonder what Max is up to and how she’s playing.

      Several times, I drove to the rink and considered breaking Lila’s no-contact rules. I would do anything to be near Lila for a second. Anything to see her one more time. Anything to hang out with Mad Max. I miss that kid. If it hadn’t been for Max, I never would have opened with Lila. Max struck a chord with me, reminding me of Kat and what my life was once like. Their absence in my life is like a knife to the chest.

      With each week that passes, I feel the rage brewing at the surface. Lila is the cure to my anger addiction, the only person who makes me feel normal. Without her in my life, I feel myself slowly falling into old patterns. I broke another cell phone last week, which makes the one in my hand the twelfth phone I've owned in one year.

      I can’t function without her. The only thing that keeps me going is the little bit of time I spend with my team. I was allowed to practice with the team on Monday. It felt good to get back on the ice with my guys. They’re the only good thing I have left, or at least that’s how it feels. For years, I was afraid of love because I was afraid to lose it. Now that I have, I can see why my dad fell apart. I understand how he felt, even though I would never turn my back on my children. At least now it makes sense to me.

      I flip through Twitter—because I’m a masochist. I have hundreds of notifications and more messages than I can count. I skip the direct messages. They’re usually from women who want to fuck, crazy fanboys, or haters. I hate social media. We’re not required to have social media accounts, but my publicist did encourage it. She said it was good for my image to maintain contact with fans. Easy for her to say. She’s not the one getting messages with attachments of dicks, tits, and all sorts of fucked up shit.

      What the hell is wrong with people? If you wouldn’t send this shit to your friend, then you shouldn’t send it to a complete stranger. Everyone acts like they know me because they watch me on television. No one knows me, not like Lila does. Fuck, I miss her so damn much.

      Fire courses through my veins as I scroll through the tweets about Lila. I’m thankful she only has a Facebook account filled with pictures of Max. If she saw any of these tweets, it would devastate her. I know it would because it’s killing me. My heart pounds at an insane rate, my pulse so quick my head spins. I blow out a deep breath. I would love for these assholes to say this shit to my face. I’d put them six feet under.

      People are still talking about us, even though we’re not together. I thought this would blow over by now. The Caps are used to scandals. Alex Parker’s trade a few years ago was the talk of the town. It took a while for our team to rebound after he left. Losing one of our best defensemen was hard on all of us. The sex tape he unintentionally made with the team owner’s granddaughter was dubbed Puck of Shame by the media. It will take years for both of them to live that video down.

      But what surprises me most about my situation is that people in this city still care that I was with my therapist. This is D.C. They have enough shit to gossip about. Like politicians caught in the act with hookers and government officials taking bribes. So, why is my relationship with Lila still the topic of conversation among the locals?

      I type a few nasty responses back to some asshole on Twitter. He’s a fucking Flyers fan, go figure. Their fans still haven’t let me forget about smashing in Dean’s face. Will I ever get some distance from the mistakes of my past? Every time I open an app on my phone, I’m greeted with another reminder of all of the shit I fucked up.

      I love interacting with fans, but this dude is a fucking jerk off. He knows exactly how to get under my skin. Someone used the pictures of Lila and me to turn them into GIFs. There are hundreds of animated images of me online. I’m used to hockey fans recirculating my fights and knockouts on social media. The YouTube videos of my fight with Dean have been watched over five million times.

      But Lila didn’t sign up for this.

      She didn’t ask for this unwanted fame.

      Marcel knocks on my bedroom door and then pokes his head inside. “Everything okay in here?”

      “Just dealing with these assholes on Twitter,” I say through gritted teeth, squeezing the phone until it makes my hand hurt. “They won’t give up.”

      He strolls into my room and plops down on the bed with me.

      I hand him my phone. “She doesn’t deserve this.”

      Marcel sighs and gives the phone back to me. “No, she doesn’t. But you can’t stop it. You can’t throw money at this.”

      “These people need to get a life.” As if programmed into my muscle memory, I raise my arm to throw the phone, and Marcel grabs my wrist.

      “Don’t do it, Duke.”

      I take a deep breath and lower my arm. “Thanks.”

      He taps me on the back. “You’ll get her back,” he says after a long pause. “She’s probably just waiting it out.”

      “Yeah. But I need to fix this now. I don’t want to sit on my ass, waiting for something to happen.”

      “Then, take action,” he challenges. “Go get your girl back.”

      “She lost her contract with the team because of me. I can’t get it back for her. I’ve already tried.”

      “Maybe you need to go above Tom’s head.”

      “No way. I need someone with connections.”

      “Your dad has plenty,” he points out.

      I shake my head. “He doesn’t have enough.”

      “Didn’t you say Lila’s ex works for a politician?”

      “Yeah. He’s Chief of Staff to Senator Banks.”

      He tips his head with a knowing look in his eyes. “There’s your answer.”

      “What could her ex-husband do for me?”

      “He’s a big fan, right?”

      “He was a big fan… until he found out I was fucking his ex-wife.”

      Marcel laughs. “Senator Banks has a lot of pull in this town.”

      I narrow my eyes. “And how would that get Lila her contract back?”

      “Go talk to the ex. I’m sure his crooked boss can scratch your back if you scratch his.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this.”

      He smirks. “Sometimes, you need to think outside the box.”

      “Thanks for the push.” I smile for the first time in weeks. “I got a politician to annoy.”
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        * * *

      

      I hate it when people make me wait. Patience has never been one of my strong suits. After Marcel gave me the bright idea to talk to Senator Banks, I drove over to the Capitol Building. The traffic in D.C. is a pain in the dick. You need to add at least an extra half hour to your day just to get where you need to be on time. It took me over forty minutes to get here, and then, it was a real hassle to get inside.

      A middle-aged redhead with a squeaky voice that’s painfully annoying answers one phone call after another. I rushed over in the same sweats and Caps tee without thinking about how I look. Not like I care. But I wouldn’t recommend dressing like you rolled out of bed when you visit a place filled with suits.

      A few people recognized me, while most of the stuck-up suits tipped their nose up at me. Fucking snobs. I hate politics and all the bullshit that surrounds it. I feel like I’m in an episode of House of Cards. I don’t belong in a place like this. I have no idea what I will say to the senator when we meet. But I’m sure we can come to an agreement. There has to be something he wants.

      My cell phone rings for the tenth time since the secretary told me to take a seat. She peeks up from her computer, glaring at me until I silence the ringer. If I wasn’t waiting for Lila to come to her senses, I wouldn’t have replaced the phone I broke. The damn thing rings off the hook day and night.

      Everyone wants the story about Lila and me. They want to know more about the woman who scored the highest-paid player in the NHL. I went from the most unattainable bachelor to pussy whipped overnight. And seriously, I don’t care that I’m whipped. Lila can whip me all she wants. I’d do anything to get her back. There’s no line I wouldn’t cross or amount of money I wouldn’t spend.

      The minutes drag as I wait for Senator Banks to show his face. I’m too big for the armchair, and when I attempt to get comfortable, the wood digs into my side. Bored, I open my phone and hit ignore on the missed calls and texts. I could care less about what anyone wants from me. I’ll talk when I feel like it.

      The jerk off from earlier responded to my tweets with a string of Lila GIFs. He’s lucky I don’t know where he lives. I’m sure it wouldn’t be too hard to find out. Annoyed, I close out of Twitter. Who the fuck cares what any of these morons think about me? Lila is my girlfriend. There’s nothing wrong with us being together.

      Well, she was my girlfriend…

      I’m not sure what to call her now.

      We’re broken up, but we’re not.

      She wants space, and I don’t.

      This situation confuses the hell out of me.

      After two hours of wasted time, the secretary clears her throat. “Mr. Baldwin?”

      I shove my phone into my pocket and look up at her. “Senator Banks is in Baltimore for a conference. I thought Mr. Fairchild would be back after lunch, but he just called to cancel his afternoon. Do you want to make an appointment for another day?”

      “Does Ted do this often?”

      She rolls her shoulders. “He’s a busy man.”

      I can see why he never shows up for Max. He has no respect for anyone’s time. What’s keeping you away from the office, Ted? He strikes as me the type to fuck assistants between meetings. I get a serious dickhead vibe from him.

      I’d love to know what Lila ever saw in him. They say love is blind. Lila must’ve had on some pretty dark shades when she looked at Ted. I knew what he was the second I met him. He was probably cheating on Lila for years. How any man would be that stupid with a woman like her at home amazes me. Lila is the kind of woman you worship, cherish. You don’t let another man take her away from you.

      “No, I’ll come back if I can’t find him,” I tell her.

      I guess I have to hunt this asshole down if I want Lila back. I’ve been to Ted’s house a few times to pick up Max with Lila. His address is still in my GPS.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, after I sat through a ridiculous amount of traffic, I pull up in front of Ted’s house. His black Mercedes is in the driveway. He must’ve had some hell of a reason to cancel his entire afternoon to lounge around at home.

      No one answers when I knock on the front door. I pound my fists against the wood a few more times with the same result. Still nothing. I grab the knocker and give that a try. Why is his car here if he’s not home?

      I ring the doorbell, and after the fifth ring, the door swings open. Ted’s dark hair is wet, a towel wrapped around his waist. He holds the towel in place, confusion scrolling across his face when he sees me. His eyes widen, the way they did the first time we met when he was still one of my biggest fans. But after our last altercation, his opinion of me has changed. I hate him, too.

      Ted’s mouth twists into a disgusted scowl. “What the hell do you want?”

      Holding back what I want to say to this prick, I say, “I need to talk to you.”

      “And what gives you the right to show up at my house? This is private property.” He attempts to slam the door in my face, and I push out my palm to stop him.

      “It’s important,” I growl. “I wouldn’t show up here if it wasn’t.”

      “Make an appointment,” he snaps. “I’m busy.”

      I glance down at the white towel and nod. “Yeah, you look busy, Ted.”

      “Hey, baby,” a woman says from inside the house. “What are you doing down there?”

      For a split second, I swear she sounds like Lila. My blood boils, and a fire simmers beneath my burning skin. Instinctively, I ball my hands into fists, ready to pound him into next week. Until a young blonde woman who could pass as Lila’s twin, only a few years younger and with smaller tits, steps into the entryway. She’s also wearing a towel, with her hair piled on top of her head. Her eyes travel up and down my body. I almost laugh when our eyes meet, and she licks her lips.

      “Duke Baldwin,” she coos. “Wow! What are you doing here?” Her towel dips slightly, giving me a better view of her tits. She did that on purpose.

      Ignoring her, I look at Ted. “I sat in your office for two hours. You owe me five minutes for my time.”

      He laughs. “I don’t owe you anything.”

      “I’m sure Senator Banks would love to know that you canceled your afternoon to fuck the help.”

      The blonde gasps and her cheeks flush red.

      “Fine,” Ted sighs, opening the door wide enough for me to step inside. “Five minutes.” He turns to the blonde and says, “Wait for me upstairs.”

      Her gaze shifts between us, and then she disappears in the opposite direction. Ted leads me down a long hallway and into his office. Paneled floor to ceiling in wood, it looks like the office of a rich asshole. Every movie cliché is present in this room. I feel like I’m waiting for members of the Skull and Bones to pop out from a hidden doorway in the wall.

      A mahogany desk sits in front of a long row of windows that overlook the backyard. A giant deer head is mounted on the wall above a wood burning fireplace. Two oversized leather armchairs are on the right side of the room, with a decanter of amber liquid sitting on the table between them.

      Ted motions for me to sit, and then pours me a glass. I wave him off. I’m not here to sit around and bullshit with him. I’m all business today.

      He sips from the glass and then sets it on the table. “You wanted a meeting. So, talk.”

      “I need your help getting Lila’s contract with the Caps back.”

      He gives me a smug look I want to knock from his face with my fist. “What makes you think I can help you with that?”

      “Senator Banks knows the team owner personally.”

      He snorts. “And why would he want to help you?”

      I lean forward, measuring him up with my eyes, and he cowers at my intense gaze. When I was in middle school, my math teacher told my mom that I scared her. She thought there was something wrong with me. It’s not like I went home and killed rabbits or burnt bugs with magnifying glasses, but the Baldwin stare works every time.

      Ted leans back in his chair and tips the glass to his mouth.

      “You should do this for Lila,” I challenge. “And for your daughter, who you stand up every chance you get.”

      He slams the glass on the table, and liquid spills out. “Stay out of my business.”

      “Lila is my business. If you don’t want to do this for me, do it for your daughter. Lila won’t tell you because she’s too proud, but she needs the money. She couldn’t afford to lose this job.”

      “She didn’t want alimony,” he says. “Instead, I gave her full custody of Max. If she needed the money, she should have fought me harder.”

      I grind my teeth, commanding every ounce of energy to stop myself from knocking him out. He deserves worse than what I did to Dean. Hell, now that I know the truth, Dean didn’t deserve it at all. Okay, well, maybe a little ass-kicking. After all, he did get my baby sister pregnant. That has to count for something.

      “I know how this works. I’m sure there’s something you want. Money for the senator’s next campaign? A public appearance for a fundraiser?”

      He cocks an eyebrow at me. “Not quite.”

      “Spit it out.”

      “There’s a cheerleader,” he says, and I shake my head, not the least bit surprised.

      “You somehow managed to get a woman like Lila. If you could convince her that you’re not a total piece of shit, I’m sure you could pick up a cheerleader on your own. They’re pretty easy to get into bed.”

      “It wasn’t like that with Lila,” he shoots back. “You have no idea what she was like when I met her.”

      I kick my sneaker up on his table, which earns me a nasty look. “Enlighten me.”

      He tips head. “Do you mind? That’s a ten-thousand-dollar table.”

      Rolling my eyes, I slide my shoe off the table.

      “We were high school sweethearts,” he says.

      “I know.”

      “I’m not the asshole you think,” Ted says, now settling into his chair with the glass of scotch. “I went out of my way for Lila for a long time, but she has a habit of pushing people away. She shut me out. We stopped talking. Sex was non-existent. I mean, what did she expect me to do? Sit around and wait for her to stop hating me?”

      “Lila’s story is much different.”

      “There are two sides to every story. Lila never fully recovered from her mother’s suicide. She thinks there’s something wrong with her and that her genes are corrupted. That’s why she got into psychiatry.” I give him a look that says Tell me something I don’t already know, and he continues, “You got too close. That’s why you’re here right now.”

      “No, I’m here because she lost her job.”

      He shakes his head with a defiant smirk on his stupid face. “You can’t get her back without it. And you know it. She’s a hard woman to love. Take it from me, Duke. You’re better off letting her go.”

      “No, I’m not,” I challenge, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m not giving up on Lila.”

      He tips his glass to me and grins.

      “Which cheerleader do you want?”

      “There’s a blonde with a blue butterfly on her right shoulder blade.”

      “She has a matching butterfly on her inner thigh,” I say, not proud of the fact I know this bit of information. “Her name is Alessandra.”

      He rubs his hands together. “What’s she like?”

      “She’s a gymnast. And a dancer. You do the math.”

      “I want you to make an introduction. That’s my deal. And if she agrees to go out with me, I’ll have Senator Banks make a call to the owner. They’re old golf buddies.”

      “You could’ve done this for Lila two weeks ago,” I snap, my anger seething through me.

      “Nothing in life is free, Duke.” He reaches into a wooden box on the table and retrieves a cigar, stuffing it between his teeth as he looks for a lighter. “And I don’t do anything without getting something in return.”

      “I can’t guarantee Alessandra will fuck you.”

      She probably will.

      Alessandra spreads her legs for any man with money. Ted isn’t a bad looking guy. He’s well-spoken, dresses nice, and has an Ivy League education. He won’t have to do more than flash his checkbook and smile to get her bed. I did neither and still found her spread eagle, waiting for me in the locker room one night long after the game ended.

      I can’t believe this is the deal I have to make with this asshole. If I had any say in the matter, I’d take Lila and Max far away from him. They don’t need a man like him in their lives.

      “Tomorrow night,” Ted says, blowing a plume of cigar smoke in my face. “You have a few more games before you’re back on the ice. Sit with me. Make the introductions. And if all goes well, Lila will have her contract back by the end of the week.”

      “I don’t like this,” I say, rising from the chair. “If it weren’t for Lila, I would never agree to this deal.”

      He opens his mouth, and smoke fills the space between us. I wave the cloud away from my face.

      “We could be good friends, you know.”

      I laugh at his comment. “No, I don’t think we could be.”

      “This is business,” Ted says. “Lighten up, Duke. I thought this would be an easy proposition for you.”

      “If you ever want us to be friends, you could do this favor for me. You’re going to see a lot more of me after I get Lila back.”

      “So, confident,” he says in a cocky tone. “Okay, fine. I’ll make you a new deal. Come with me to the game tomorrow night. I want a private box to ourselves, top-shelf everything, and signed merch from the team.”

      He strolls over to me, clutching the towel with one hand, holding the cigar in the other. Only an asshole of his magnitude would carry on a full conversation in a towel. Seriously, what did Lila see in him? I don’t get it.

      “I won’t make fucking Alessandra part of the deal,” Ted says, blowing smoke in my face. “But, I want to meet her.”

      My stomach stops doing backflips. At least now I can go home feeling like less of an asshole for making a deal with the devil.

      “I’ll send a car for you around five,” he says as I turn my back to him. “Dinner at Plume, my treat.”

      I raise my hand above my head in agreement and get the fuck out of his house.
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      I lucked out and managed to keep my other contracts. Since there was no proof I violated any other ethics clauses, I still have the rest of my patients. At least I’m not jobless. But now, Max hates me for taking away the one thing she loves most.

      “I want my iPad back,” Max shouts, getting into my face on the couch. “You said I could have it back. That was weeks ago.”

      “I don’t want you online, Max. It’s for your own good.”

      She swings another couch pillow and smacks me on the side of the head. “Why are you punishing me?”

      “Max, knock it off.” I remove all of the pillows from the couch. “We’ve gone over this already. I don’t want you to get upset over nothing.”

      “You’re the one who messed up,” she says at the top of her lungs. “Not me.”

      “Okay,” I groan. “You can have the iPad if you promise not to Google Duke or me. No more videos or GIFs, okay? Stick to YouTube Kids.”

      “Fine.”

      “You have to pinky swear.”

      She smiles and holds out her pinky for me to wrap mine around hers. Max believes pinky promises are as ironclad as swearing on the River Styx. We’ve been doing this since she was old enough to know that people break their promises.

      I reach for the iPad I hid on the top of the curio cabinet and get a hand full of dusk before my fingers touch the cold surface.

      “Are you kidding me?” Max jumps off the couch and marches over to me. “It was up there the entire time?”

      “Yep.” I blow the dust off the iPad cover and give it to Max. “But my secret is out. So, don’t go looking up there the next time.”

      “There won’t be a next time.”

      “Do you want some hot chocolate, baby?” I brush the hair out of her eyes, and she looks up at me with a genuine smile.

      Things haven’t been the same between us since I told Duke we needed to take a break. Max misses Duke. I miss him, too. She talks about him all the time and begs me to call him. Not a moment has gone by over the past few weeks that I didn’t think of him. Duke changed both of our lives.

      “When is Duke coming back?” Eyes pointed down at the tablet, her fingers work at a feverish pace. “I need his help with my slapshot.”

      Max follows me into the kitchen. I get out the box of hot chocolate, and she grabs the bag of marshmallows from the pantry closet.

      “Call him!” Max tugs on my shirt. “Please. I want to talk to Duke.”

      “We have some adult things to work out, baby.”

      “Daddy said he’s going to a game with Duke,” she says, sitting down at the kitchen table. “They’re friends. Why can’t I be friends with Duke?”

      Confused, I narrow my eyes at her. “You must have heard wrong. Daddy isn’t friends with Duke.”

      “Yes, they are. If you were talking to Duke, you would know that.”

      Why would Duke and Ted be friends? Duke hates Ted, and after their little blowout at the rink, the feeling is now mutual. This doesn’t make sense. Max is rarely wrong, which makes me wonder if Duke is doing this for Max. I could see him setting aside his differences with Ted to make life easier for us. Duke is a good man.

      I fix two hot chocolates with the usual number of marshmallows, four for Max and three for me. Our lives are simple, structured, organized for efficiency. We eat the same meals on the same day of every week. Nothing is ever out of place. Duke disrupted our carefully planned days and turned them into nights neither of us will forget.

      I don’t know why I pushed him away. Ted used to tell me I shut him out, that I didn’t let him into my sheltered world. I thought some distance would make our relationship stronger. But the longer we’re apart, I wonder if I’m doing more damage. What if he sees the real me? Will he still want me when he does?

      Max sips from her cup, and a chocolate mustache stains her skin. I wipe it away with my finger, and she laughs.

      “You had a mustache,” I say and then take a sip from my mug.

      Max points her finger at my face and laughs. “You too, Mommy!”

      I wipe it away and then lead Max into the living room. She has the iPad tucked under her left arm, drinking her hot chocolate with the other hand.

      Max lifts the remote from the coffee table and turns on the television. “Can we watch hockey?”

      “Sure, baby. Watch whatever you want.”

      Duke is still suspended for a few more games. Pretty soon, though, he’ll be back on the road and busy with his team. It was silly of me to squander the time we could have had together. Instead, I spent the last few weeks moping around the house, taking my bad moods out on Max. She cried for days after watching the videos of Duke and me. I couldn’t stand to see her heartbroken, so I took the iPad away.

      Max has begged every night since to get it back. She finally wore me down. And in all honesty, I can’t keep her from the truth forever. No one has secrets when it comes to the Internet. No amount of money or connections can erase my past with Duke. Not that I want to delete him or any of the memories that we made together. Still, I wish I would have made him wait. It was the professional thing to do. It would have been the right thing to do. My decision to date him was purely selfish, which felt right for once.

      “The game is about to start,” Max says, tapping me on the arm. “Do you think we’ll see Duke?”

      “No, baby. Duke isn’t playing tonight.”

      “Can we go to one of his games?”

      “If his team makes the playoffs this year.”

      “Once Duke is back, Daddy says the team will start playing better.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      “Daddy says Duke is the team, and they suck without him.”

      “Max,” I say, surprised by her comment. “We don’t talk like that. It’s not nice to say people suck.”

      “You just said suck,” she says with laughter in her tone.

      “Max,” I warn.

      Looking down at her screen, she groans. “But they do, Mommy!” She raises the iPad and shows me the Capitals statistics as proof. As usual, she’s right. “They lost the last five games.”

      Before the game begins, the cameras sweep over the Capital One Arena. My mouth falls open in shock when it lands on Duke… and Ted. Together. At the game. What the hell?

      Max screams and throws her arm out at the television. “I told you! Daddy and Duke are friends.”

      I have no words right now. Why are they at a hockey game together? They’re in the team’s luxury box, and from the looks of it, there are women inside it. I lean forward, straining my eyes to get a better look. Two women, wearing red-white-and-blue uniforms, are talking to them. Are they cheerleaders? If so, why aren’t they closer to the ice instead of in their box?

      My stomach knots at the thought of Duke seeing another woman. Before we were together, he was content on having one meaningless relationship after another. Except he changed. So, why hasn’t he tried to call or text? He’s given me more than enough space. I thought by now, I would have heard from him. Duke isn’t one to follow the rules. No, my man likes to break them.

      My heart hammers inside my chest, beating so fast it feels like it could explode. What did I do? I thought dating my patient and getting caught was the biggest mistake I’ve ever made. It turns out letting Duke walk away was even worse.
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      Senator Banks took his sweet ass time coming through on my favor. Seven days have passed since I was forced to endure the game with Ted. He got what he wanted—a night with Alessandra in his bed. And I get my girl back.

      Lila called an hour ago to thank me and then told me I better get my ass over to her house. I knock on Lila’s front door. My stomach is in knots, sick with fear that I will lose her again. I can’t go through this a second time.

      Lila opens the door. “Hey,” she says, toying with the hem of her canary yellow sweater.

      I lean against the doorframe, invading her personal space. “Hey, yourself.”

      Lila smiles and then steps to the side to allow me to enter the living room. I shut the door behind me, and within seconds, I scoop her up and into my arms. Pressing her chest against mine, I wrap my arms around her, afraid to let her go.

      I brush my lips against hers, and her lips part for me. Slipping my hand through her hair, I pull her mouth to mine and kiss her so hard my head spins. She moans into my mouth as her hands travel down my arms to grip my biceps.

      When our lips separate, she says, “Max is at Ted’s tonight. We have the house to ourselves.”

      “I know. I worked it out with Ted.”

      “I saw you two at the game.”

      “He wanted to meet a cheerleader.”

      “Of course, he did.” She laughs. “That’s how we met.”

      “You still have your old cheerleading uniform, right?”

      She bobs her head.

      I set her on the floor and give her ass a light tap. “Put it on for me.”

      Lila gives me a sly smile. “What for? You’re only going to take it off.”

      I give her ass another slap. “That’s part of the fun.”

      Lila runs her hands up my chest, and I can feel her nails through my shirt. “Did you have a thing for cheerleaders in high school?”

      “Yeah, I guess. I didn’t care.”

      “As long as they put out,” she deadpans.

      I roll my shoulders, giving her a wicked smirk that should answer her question. I never said I was a saint. Lila knows all of my secrets. We have nothing to hide from each other.

      “Do you want a drink?”

      I shake my head.

      “You hungry?” Lila drags her nails down my arms, and her delicate touch makes my skin tingle. “I could make you something to eat.”

      I bend down to press my lips against hers. “Your pussy is the only thing I want to eat.”

      “Well, then.” She laughs and then blush creeps up her chest and dusts her freckled cheeks. “You must be famished.”

      “Starved,” I say, and then I kiss her.

      “I missed you,” she whispers.

      “I bet I missed you more.”

      In one swift motion, I lift Lila up and throw her over my shoulder. Her nipples are hard. The tiny buds poke through her shirt and rub against my chest. I bet her panties are already soaking wet for me.

      I lower Lila to the floor in front of her bed, and when our eyes meet, her breath hitches. She has the same effect on me, producing an instantaneous hammering in my chest. I push Lila back and onto the bed. She tugs my pants down, and her mouth opens wide enough to fit my cock that springs free.

      Lila fists my cock and rolls her tongue along the tip. “I missed you, too.”

      I laugh and slip my hands through her hair, pulling her mouth closer. She shoves my cock into her mouth, and my eyes slam shut. Damn, her tongue feels good. When I get close the finding my release, I fight the urge to let her keep going.

      “Put on your uniform,” I say, releasing my hold on her hair.

      She slides off the bed, her lips puffy and wet, and strolls over to her closet. It’s not that I have a thing for cheerleaders, but the thought of Lila dressed like one makes my cock even harder. From the second I heard she still had the uniform, I wanted to see her in it. This is my fantasy, one I’ve dreamed about a lot while we were apart.

      Lila strips off her clothes and gives me a show as she ditches her panties and slides the short skirt up her thighs. She locks eyes with me, playing with her nipples for a few seconds before she lowers the red-white-and-blue top over her head. It’s so tight the shirt stops right below her breasts.

      “I didn’t have boobs in high school,” she says, attempting to secure her shirt into place. “You might have to cut me out of this thing.”

      As she approaches, I kick off my shoes and strip off my clothes. Lila sits on the edge of the mattress and spreads her thighs, giving me a better view.

      “I’m soaked,” she says in the sexiest voice ever spoken. “You make me so wet, Duke.”

      I lick my lips as she reaches between her legs. She rests her hand on her inner thigh and taps her fingers, looking up at me with a wicked grin on her beautiful face.

      “Keep going,” I say.

      She scoots closer to me and hikes up her skirt. “Make me,” she challenges.

      Staring between her legs, I give myself a few strokes and watch as she slides her fingers in and out of her pussy. Meeting my gaze, she picks up the pace, spreading her legs wider for me as she adds another finger. Her nipples are so hard they poke through her shirt, and now I wish it wasn’t so damn tight because I want to rip it off of her.

      After she makes herself come, I reward her by replacing her fingers with my tongue. Gripping her thighs with both hands, I lift her ass up from the mattress. I wasn’t joking when I said I was dying to eat her pussy.

      “Duke,” she moans. My name is a whisper on her lips.

      The second I make her come with my tongue, I flip her over and onto her stomach. Lila buries her face into the mattress, glancing over her shoulder at me as I grip her legs from behind. I slam into her, unable to control myself after waiting so long. She screams out in pleasure as I pound into her, each thrust harder than the last. This is the Duke she craves. She likes it when I’m rough with her, and I love giving her what we both desire.

      After we both chase our high, we collapse onto the mattress, out of breath. I pull Lila into my arms, and she curls into me, resting her head on my sweaty chest.

      “I love makeup sex,” she coos with a playful smile on her lips.

      I smack a kiss on her forehead, holding her tighter. “And I love you.”

      She rolls onto her back, and her blue eyes meet mine. Lila cups my cheek with her hand. “I love you, too, Duke.”

      I lean into her hand. “I can’t lose you again, Lila.”

      “You won’t. I promise.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      “Love is scary,” she says. “It requires you to take a leap of faith and hope everything works out. We can’t predict what will happen in the future, but I’m certain this is one promise I can keep.”
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Duke: Nine months later

        

      

    

    
      I’m the luckiest man in the world. As we drive from the airport to my father’s house, I thread my fingers between Lila’s and hold her hand on my lap. She found out she was pregnant a few weeks ago, making our baby the perfect Christmas surprise.

      Lila giggles when I move my free hand to her stomach. “Duke, it’s too early to feel a kick.”

      I can’t wait to see what Lila will look like with my baby in her belly. She’s shown me pictures of her carrying Max, who doesn’t know about the baby yet. We want to wait until the second trimester before we tell anyone.

      “I hope it’s a girl,” I whisper into her ear.

      Raising Kat was one of the highlights of my life. I would love to do it all over again from the beginning with my child. I want to create a small army with Lila, though she doesn’t seem too keen on the idea of popping out kids every year.

      Lila covers my hand with hers, holding it against her stomach. She smiles so wide it reaches up to her bright blue eyes. “I’m nervous. One or two Baldwins at the same time isn’t that bad, but all of you in one room—”

      “Don’t worry. They love you.” I rub my hand over her stomach and whisper, “You, too.”

      We considered telling my family, but Lila vetoed the idea immediately. She’s superstitious about the first trimester. Lila had a miscarriage before she conceived Max and doesn’t want to jinx her pregnancy. This is also the first time Lila is meeting Kat, Dean, and Baby Noah, who flew in from Philly for the occasion.

      Lila leans into me and rests her head on my shoulder. I love this woman more than life itself. For years, I avoided intimacy with women, too afraid to commit. I will always be scared of losing Lila, but like my father did with my mom, I have to go all-in. I now understand him more than I did before I met Lila. Over the past year, I have learned to forgive him and put the past behind us. I no longer have to fake our interactions in front of my siblings. We’re back to the way we used to be.

      Max presses her face to the window as we drive onto the Baldwin Estate. “You live here?” She turns to look at me, her mouth open in shock.

      A massive wrought iron gate stretches around several acres of land. In the spring and summer, the property is surrounded by bright flowers that overflow from the beds. But it’s winter in Chicago, which means it’s cold enough to get your nose stuck to the gate. Trust me, I know from experience.

      “I did when I was younger.”

      “Wow!” Max’s eyes widen. “How big is this place?”

      Lila looks equally shocked by the sheer size of my father’s mansion. He built my mother her dream house fit for raising children. When my dad first had the home constructed, we were among the few families in this part of the neighborhood. I’ve been looking at houses for us in D.C. Lila doesn’t know I bought her an engagement ring and that I plan to enlist Max’s help when I ask her to marry me.

      “Wait until you see the bowling alley in the basement,” I tell her.

      Max claps her hands to her cheeks and squeals. “You have your own bowling alley?”

      “My dad does.”

      “And I thought Ted was rich,” Lila quips.

      “We have a movie theater, too.”

      Lila laughs. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Max gasps. “Are you kidding?”

      I shake my head, and Max screams with delight.

      “Mommy,” Max says, tugging on Lila’s coat. “Can we live at Duke’s daddy’s house?”

      “No, baby,” Lila says with a chuckle. “We have to go back to D.C. on Sunday. Mommy has patients to see on Monday, and Duke has to get back to his team.”

      Max frowns. “You’re no fun.”

      Lila points her finger at the window with a confused look on her face. “Is that shrub shaped like Santa?”

      I slide my hand across her back, resting my hand on her hip. “Christmas at the Baldwin Estate is like no other. My dad goes all out. It’s his favorite holiday.”

      “I can see that,” Lila says in shock.

      The shrubs on the front lawn are trimmed to look like Santa Claus and his reindeer. At night, colored lights illuminate the scene, making it look as though it has come to life. I grew up with this ridiculous display every Christmas. I always liked Halloween more, though now that I know myself better, I wonder if I chose the holiday because I was mad at my dad. Therapy has made me see things differently, and because of Lila, I’m now a functional adult.

      The driver helps Lila and Max out of the SUV, and then I lead my girls inside the house. I tip my nose in the air and get a good whiff of gingerbread cookies. My dad’s personal chef makes dozens of cookies, everything from gingerbread men to snickerdoodles. I had a picture-perfect childhood.

      Before my mom died, the holidays with my family were incredible. If Mom were here today, she would approve of Lila. She would tell me not to fuck this up with her. My mom would welcome Lila into her home like she was one of us. And soon, Lila will be one of us.

      I hear Theo and Travis arguing from the front door. Of course, the twins are fighting. When we step into the living room, Max clings to my side. Christmas music blares through the speakers suspended from the ceiling. My dad is singing Here Comes Santa Claus to my nephew, Noah, and doing it rather badly. The old man could never carry a tune, but that didn’t stop him from belting out the songs.

      Lila looks over at me and smiles to stifle her laughter. My dad is so tone-deaf it’s hard not to laugh at him. He’s dancing with Noah in his arms, shuffling across the living room without a care in the world. Kat and Dean are sitting on the couch in front of him.

      Dean hugs Kat against his side and kisses her on the top of her head. He loves my sister and has taken good care of her. What more can I ask for? Messing up his pretty face was the best thing that ever happened to either of us. Dean got instant recognition as a rookie, and I met the love of my life.

      The twins are standing in front of the ninety-inch flat-screen television, which takes up a good portion of one wall. Theo elbows Travis in the side, his eyes pointed up at the screen as he taps the remote controller in his hand.

      “Get the sword, you idiot,” Theo says to Travis. “We can’t pass the next mage without it.”

      The boys are obsessed with this video game that has wizards in it. Thankfully, I can’t hear the sound of their game over my dad’s music. Though, I’m not sure which one would be worse. If you ask me, both are equally annoying.

      I stop behind Kat and squeeze her shoulders. Surprised, she jumps and then peeks over her shoulder at me. A bright smile stretches across her face. 

      “Denny!” She leaps over the back of the couch and throws herself into my arms. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Hey, Kit-Kat.” I hug her so tightly she squirms in my arms.

      Kat’s eyes travel from mine to Lila, and she gives Lila a broader grin than the one I got. “You must be Lila,” Kat says, extending her hand. They shake hands, and then Kat glances down at Max. “And you must be Max. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Now that my relationship with Kat is repaired, she knows everything about Lila and Max. Well, everything within reason.

      “Duke’s told me a lot about you,” Lila says with a smile.

      Dean taps me on the back to say hello, and then he introduces himself to Lila and Max.

      “Do you want to solve a riddle?” Max asks Dean.

      Dean shoves a hand through his dark hair, giving her one of his boyish smiles, and then drops down to her height. “Let’s hear it.”

      Max glows with delight. “What belongs to you, but other people use it more than you do?”

      She’s using my riddle from the first time we played Mac and Clues. Max loves that game. We still play it once a week, even though macaroni and cheese don’t fill me. Lila usually hides an extra plate for me in the microwave, so I don’t starve.

      “Ummm…” Dean rolls his shoulders, unsure of the answer.

      “Your name,” Kat shouts with her hand raised like she’s still in school.

      “How did you know that?” Dean says to Kat. 

      “It’s Duke’s go-to riddle.”

      Lila snickers.

      “Are we having macaroni for dinner?” Max asks no one specific.

      “Of course,” my Dad says, stopping at my side with Noah in his arms. “You can’t eat ham without mac and cheese.”

      Max balls her hands in front of her face and grins. “Can we play Mac and Clues?”

      My dad shrugs, even though he has no idea what she’s talking about. “Sure, I don’t see why not.”

      “No, baby, not tonight,” Lila says to Max. “We’re eating adult food. We can’t play with our macaroni.”

      “We can play whatever you want,” my dad says, cradling Noah against his chest, his skin practically glowing with excitement.

      This is the real Nick Baldwin, the man who raised me. He was fun and adventurous, the kind of dad who never told us no. I’m glad this version of my dad will be around for my children. If only my mom were here to see all of us together.

      Max’s eyes widen as she looks up at my dad. “Really?”

      My dad nods and then extends his hand for Max to take. He leads her toward the dining room, and from a distance, I hear her tell him how to play the game.

      “Theo, Travis,” dad says before he leaves the room. “Turn that game off and come into the dining room. It’s time to eat. We’re playing Mac and Clues.”

      The twins narrow their eyes at each other, like my dad just spoke a foreign language.

      Theo drops the controller on the floor. “Is Dad high?”

      Travis raises two fingers to his mouth, making a movement like he’s smoking.

      “So, what’s this game we’re playing?” Kat asks Lila as we head toward the dining room.

      Lila’s cheeks flush. “It’s silly. I made it up years ago to get Max to eat. It’s kind of like Charades. You have to give the other players clues and then spell the answer on your plate with macaroni noodles.”

      Kat throws her head back and laughs. “I’m down.”

      “Me, too,” Dean says with a smirk. “As long as I get to eat the noodles afterward.” He rubs his stomach. “I’m starving.”

      “You’re always hungry,” Kat quips.

      Deans whispers into her ear, and Kat giggles. It must have been something dirty, and he said it with me right behind him. Not one of his brightest moments.

      Lila’s mouth widens in shock when we step into the formal dining room large enough to entertain fifty people. My dad sits at the head of the table, bouncing Noah on his knee. Max is on his right, where I usually sit. Austin is running late, which is unusual for him. He never misses Christmas dinner, no matter what the reason.

      Kat skips over Austin’s usual chair to the right of my dad, leaving his spot open. Theo and Travis plop down on the other side of Lila. The twins’ phones start dinging, one text after the other. They argue under their breaths.

      “Boys,” Dad says to them. “No cell phones at the dinner table.”

      Theo rolls his eyes.

      Travis snorts. “Since when?”

      “Travis,” Dad warns. “We have guests. Turn off the phone.”

      “Just do what he says.” Travis shows his twin a new message and scowls. “We’ll deal with this later.”

      After everyone takes their place at the table, sans Austin, Dad raises his glass to give his usual Christmas toast. He talks about love and family and welcomes the newest members of the Baldwin clan into our home. We go through the typical holiday traditions, and then my dad gives us permission to eat.

      “Wait,” Max says, and Lila covers her face with her hand. “You can only have macaroni on your plate for Mac and Clues.”

      “My bad,” Travis says, dropping the ham back to its plate.

      Max explains how to play the game. By the time she’s finished, she’s practically out of breath. She talks so fast sometimes it’s hard to understand her. When Max is passionate about something—like Mac and Clues—she puts everything into it. Max is a lot like her mom in that regard. Lila put one hundred and ten percent of her energy into helping me get better, and because of her dedication, we’re celebrating our first Christmas together. 

      No one argues when Max takes the first turn. Since I came into her life, Max changed the game a little. She wasn’t thrilled with using riddles back then, but now, she searches the Internet for new questions to stump me. Lila gets most of them, me not so much.

      “I’m as big as a lentil at six weeks grown,” Max says. “Soon, my presence will be known. What am I?”

      Lila looks at me, and her breath hitches. She knows the answer and spells it out with her macaroni and cheese. Theo and Travis look as lost as usual. Kat and Dean are moving noodles around on their plates. Dad is busy feeding cut up macaroni to Noah, who has cheese all over his mouth.

      “Time’s up,” Max yells. “Hold up your plates.” She turns to me. “Duke,” she groans. “Why didn’t you play?”

      “I didn’t know the answer.”

      Lila raises her plate that says, BABY. Dean and Kat lift their plates, revealing the same answer.

      “Mommy’s having a baby with Duke,” Max announces.

      My jaw drops along with Lila’s. The room falls silent, and everyone stares down the table at me.

      “Max,” Lila says in a hushed tone. “How did you know?”

       “I Googled why does Mommy sleep all the time? Why does Mommy spend so much time in the bathroom?”

      The room erupts into a fit of laughter.

      “Morning sickness is the worst,” Kat says.

      Lila nods in agreement. “You’re too smart for your own good,” she says to Max.

      Max presses her palm to Lila’s stomach. “Can I name the baby?”

      Lila looks at me for confirmation.

      “What names did you have in mind?” I ask her.

      Max peeks up at me. “Pete.”

      “Like Pete the Cat?”

      She bobs her head. Max loves the cartoon television show and the books.

      “If it’s a boy, we’re naming him Dennis,” Lila says.

      Max scrunches her nose. “Why?”

      “Because that’s my name,” I tell her.

      She laughs. “No, it’s not. Your name is Duke!”

      “Duke is a nickname.”

      “Baby Duke,” she says with laughter in her voice and rests her head on Lila’s chest.

      “You’re having a baby?” Austin stumbles into the room with a familiar brunette on his arm. He stops next to my chair and clamps his hand down on my shoulder, giving it a squeeze when I nod in response. “Congrats, bro.”

      Everyone at the table echoes the same sentiment.

      “Veronica?” Dad says to Veronica York, a sports announcer for ESPN. He stands with Noah in his arms, and his eyes travel between Austin and Veronica. “You’re not dating, I hope.”

      Austin looks at Veronica for answers, and she turns her head away.

      “Well, this is awkward,” Dad says.

      “No,” Austin says, his face filled with horror. “Please tell me…”

      My dad fucked Veronica, and Austin brought her home for Christmas. What the hell? I want to laugh but stop myself.

      “Austin,” Veronica says under her breath. “It was a long time ago.”

      Dad passes Noah to Dean and then escorts Veronica and Austin into the hallway to talk. So much for our family getting back to normal. I knew my dad got around after my mom died, but Veronica is more than half his age. 

      “When does the baby come out?” Max’s squeaky voice cuts through the tension. She slides her hand across Lila’s stomach and smiles. 

      “Maybe you should Google it,” I quip.

      Lila nudges me with her elbow. Max sticks her tongue out at me, making a fish face. For the first time in years, my life feels complete. I’m with my family and not angry for once, getting ready to start a family of my own with the woman of my dreams. Life can’t get any better than this.
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        If you haven’t met Dean Crawford yet, you can read Kat and Dean’s story HERE.
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      Would you like to read two exclusive ebooks about the Face-Off and Face-Off Legacy series? This is your personal invite to join my team. Click HERE to start reading today.

      
        
        For more information, visit JillianQuinnBooks.com.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Hey, thank you so much for reading Prince Pucking Charming! I hope you loved Duke and Lila’s story. If you liked this book, I would love you forever and send a thousand hockey hugs your way if you would consider taking a second to leave a review at your favorite retailer, Goodreads, or BookBub. Reviews help other readers decide if they want to read a book, and I would really appreciate your support.
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      Jill
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      Jillian Quinn is the international bestselling author of over fifteen romance novels, most notably known for the Face-Off series. She's from Philly, a city girl to the core, now living in Southwest Florida, where she still hasn't adjusted, though she's not opposed to the warm weather or lazy days by the pool.

      For more information about Jillian’s books, visit her website at JillianQuinnBooks.com. Join Jillian’s Team to receive two exclusive ebooks you can’t find anywhere.

      Jillian loves to connect with her readers on Facebook and Instagram. Stop by and say hello.
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