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  For physical therapists everywhere, the real MVPs behind every comeback. And to mine, a die-hard cheerleader who kept me in the game. Thank you.








  
  Chapter 1
Crutchy McCrutch
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The doors whooshed open, revealing a hallway bathed in a harsh fluorescent glare. Sam Durbin, the elevator car’s solo occupant, followed the signs, crutching his way toward his destination in the bowels of the arena. 
“For fuck’s sake, could they have put it any farther away from the elevator?” he grumbled to himself.
When he reached the door labeled “Physical Therapy,” he paused and stared at the two words. A fresh surge of anger welled inside him. If his eyes had been laser beams, they would have burned through the damn sign and the door it hung on. The bitter taste of frustration filled his mouth, and he began a familiar, silent argument inside his head.
If I turn around right now, no one will know, and I won’t have to—
The door whipped open, and a pair of startled eyes met his. Recognition dawned, and they crinkled at the corners as a smile lifted his teammate’s face.
“Oh hey, if it isn’t Crutchy McCrutch,” Toby greeted. “Guess you’re here to start your PT, huh?” His gaze dipped to Sam’s ankle before raising back up again. He shook his head. “Damn, that sucks. And only two weeks away from playoffs too.” The words sounded right, but their tone didn’t match. If Sam had to pin an emotion to them, “glee” would have been his first pick.
“Thanks for rubbing it in. Not sure I would have remembered playoffs are right around the corner without your helpful reminder,” Sam groused. What Toby hadn’t rubbed in was the fact that this year’s postseason would have been Sam’s first in the NHL. He shook off the depressing thought that he might miss it entirely. Worse, he was in the final year of a make-it-or-break-it contract. “What are you doing down here?”
Toby leaned in and lowered his voice. “Officially, to have the elbow looked at.” He bent his arm at the elbow. “Range of motion is right where it needs to be.”
“I didn’t know you were having problems.”
Toby winked. “I’m not, which leads to the unofficial and actual reason.” He threw a quick glance over his shoulder. “There’s this really hot therapist I’m trying to convince to go out with me.”
Sam frowned. “I thought dating someone in the organization was verboten. Were you not there the two hundred times they drilled that rule into our heads?”
“I was there, just like you. But PT isn’t exactly part of the organization. It’s more like a snap-on tool. You know, an extension. They take patients outside of the team, so they’re not exclusive to us.” Toby tapped a finger against his temple. “And it all depends on how you define ‘date.’”
Toby held the door, and Sam lumbered his way through. Between the set of his shoulders and the spread of the crutches, it was an awkward, tight fit. Not only had the idiots who’d stuck PT in the basement put it miles from the elevator bank, but they’d also gone with narrow doors. Never mind that they weren’t an official department within the Blizzard organization’s structure.
Sam hated everything about this place—and this was the first time he’d ever been here.
He crutched in a circle until he faced Toby. “Yeah? And how do you define date?”
His teammate shrugged. “Actual dating is picking her up at her place, dinner, flowers. But if we just sort of accidentally run into each other on purpose and end up back at her place, that’s different.”
“You’re labeling it differently but winding up with the same result,” Sam chuffed.
“Hopefully.” Toby’s eyebrows waggled.
“Not what I meant, asshole.”
Toby ignored him. “Stay away from my girl, Durbin. Oh, and keep clear of the blond one. That chick is mean, and she will hurt you.”
“Who the fuck does that leave?”
“That leaves a couple of dudes, and they’re cool. Get one of them. You’re welcome.”
Did Sam have a pick of therapists? Neither the team doc who’d looked at him last night nor the trainers had clued him in.
A dark-haired woman with a downturned mouth and a severe bun looked up from her paperwork. “Mr. Durbin?” she called from behind a counter in a sterile, cramped lobby. Behind her hung a larger version of the door sign.
“Later, bro. Good luck.” Toby whacked Sam’s stomach, making him flinch. Not because it hurt, but because he hadn’t anticipated it. He wanted to return the tap—with the butt end of his crutch—but he still wasn’t used to the stupid sticks, and he didn’t want to end up on his ass. Worse than humiliating himself, he could do more damage to his fucking ankle.
“Thanks,” Sam tossed to Toby’s back as his teammate trotted toward the elevator.
Sam made his way to the counter and leaned a hand on it, trying not to show how much of his weight was resting on his palm. The woman, who looked to be about his aunt’s age, was dressed in khakis and a navy polo that seemed to cast shadows into the creases on her face, deepening them. She regarded him like one might regard a buzzing insect.
“You’re here for a high ankle sprain, is that right?” Her thin lips pursed as though she’d sucked on a lemon.
“So I’m told.”
She narrowed her dark eyes. “High ankle sprain. Yes or no, Mr. Durbin?”
He swallowed. “Yes, ma’am.”
“And you got this from a fall?”
Christ, she made it sound like he’d tripped over a curb or fallen off a step stool. “I collided with another player in last night’s game, and my skate blade got wedged in the boards. He landed on top of me and put more stress on the joint.” Didn’t they already have the trainer’s report that spelled out the incident?
Without another word, she handed him a clipboard with a stack of forms. “Look these over and sign, please. Meanwhile, I’ll let your therapist know you’re here.”
He stared at the woman for a beat, trying to decide whether to ask if his therapist was “the blond one” but thought better of it. No need to put extra fuel on the woman’s hostility fire. When his gaze scoured her chest for a name tag, he was met by a death glare.
Not checking you out, lady.
“Uh, will it be the same therapist through my entire rehab?” he asked, sounding stupid even to his own ears.
The pleats between the woman’s brows deepened. “That’s generally how it works. Don’t tell me you’ve never been to a physical therapist, Mr. Durbin.”
“No, this is my first time.”
“Well, aren’t you the lucky one.”
He let out a mirthless chuckle. “Not really. There’s a chance I won’t be able to play in the postseason.” Though he was going to do his damnedest to get himself back out there. Now if only the team stayed in the hunt …
“We all have our crosses to bear.”
Seriously? After knocking around in the AHL, up and down, back and forth, Sam had finally landed his once-in-a-lifetime chance at the beginning of the season with the big club—the Colorado Blizzard. This injury setback wasn’t simply a “cross to bear.” It could mean the difference between being a regular NHL player or languishing in the minors for the rest of his career. Did this lady’s callousness reflect everyone’s attitude here, or did Attila the Bun have a corner on the market?
She lifted her pointy chin at the paperwork. “Any day now. You’ve already put us a few minutes behind.” 
Christ, this fun and games just got better and better every fucking minute.
He riffled through the documents without really reading them, found the lines with the X beside them, and scrawled his name the same way he signed autographs—not that he got that much practice at signing fans’ memorabilia. Not like the A-listers on their team—the guys whose numbers and names were on thousands of fans’ jerseys.
With a sigh, he tossed the pen down and shoved the clipboard at the woman.
“Follow me,” she ordered.
He crutched after her as she rounded the wall behind the counter. It opened onto an expansive space that held a row of tables, a tall rack of colorful therapy balls, and various stations with machines that resembled the ones in the team weight room.
A few of the tables were occupied, and guys dressed like Attila stood beside them, talking to their patients or guiding their limbs through some kind of motion. The tables all had privacy curtains that were anchored back except one, and as Sam made his way past, he glimpsed a guy on his back, one knee bent, his eyes squeezed shut like he was in pain.
A woman with blue hair was barely visible over the guy’s shoulder. “Come on. You got this,” she encouraged.
Sam vaguely wondered if she was the girl Toby had his eye on right before it sank in that her hair was a vivid blue—like the cobalt color you’d find on a sports car.
Shit. He still had a chance of drawing the short straw labeled “the blond one.” 
Oh yay! So much to look forward to.
Attila paused beside one of the beds and motioned for him to sit. Using his crutches for leverage, he hoisted his ass onto the cool vinyl cushion and tried not to huff. He should have been in better shape—hell, he was in fantastic shape—but hefting his weight on crutches across the physical therapy room had left him mildly winded, and for whatever reason, he didn’t want to give Attila the satisfaction of seeing him short of breath.
“Your therapist will be with you shortly.” She turned on her heel and sped across the room.
“Hey,” he called. “Does this person have a name?”
“All will be revealed shortly,” she threw over her shoulder. He could have sworn he detected amusement in her tone.
Perched on the mattress, he looked around the space. Not big, but everything seemed clean and orderly. Industrial carpet in shades of blue and tan covered the floor, and the walls were painted a light beige color. They absorbed some of the white-blue harshness from the overhead lights. He crossed his arms over his chest and lifted his right leg. Tried to rotate his ankle and nearly spewed out a curse.
“Not a good idea,” a female voice said.
Yeah, no shit, danced on the tip of his tongue, but he bit it back when his gaze landed on the source.
A woman with blond hair pulled tight into a ponytail had just entered from a side door and angled straight for him. She stuttered to a stop. His heart did the same thing. Her mouth formed a perfect circle, and her bright blue eyes mimicked its shape.
He’d pulled the short straw and “the blond one” along with it … but this was so much worse than he could have imagined.
I. Am. So. Fucked.






  
  Chapter 2
Icy Blast from the Past
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Sam Freaking Durbin. 
Angelina Rossi shook her head, desperately hoping she could change the channel and the image of Sam Durbin right along with it.
She blinked—multiple times—but there he sat in all his chiseled glory, his marine-blue eyes flickering with intensity, his square jaw covered with enough stubble to leave a delicious scrape on sensitive skin, and his dark blond hair perfectly tousled—as though those curly strands had been arranged by a stylist to look messy. One crew-sock-encased foot was propped on the table, and he stared at her with a shocked expression that probably mirrored her own.
Damn it! Why hadn’t Celia warned her that Sam was her new patient?
Because he’s not supposed to be my new patient.
One of the other therapists had up and walked out, without notice or any inkling of warning, leaving a handful of patients dangling in his wake.
Celia had done an admirable juggling job, managing to reassign most of them, but had called Angie in a panic, begging her to come in despite this being her off day. The mercenary in Angie had jumped at the chance to take on any new assignments. Call that the desperate mercenary in her. This job with the physical therapy operation that tended to the Blizzard hockey team was a new gig for Angie, one she was well-trained for, and a sweet spot that could carry her swiftly up the rungs of her ambition. The fact that one of her new patients was a Blizzard player had been the frosting on the cupcake. The reality sitting before her had licked off all that frosting and left a soggy mess behind.
She hadn’t learned his name before rushing in. She hadn’t known a thing about him except he had a syndesmosis injury. She’d been flying blind, having only now arrived, leaving her no time to review his profile. If she’d had his paperwork ahead of time, she would have at least seen his name, but those documents were currently on the desktop of her shared workstation, where Celia had just dropped them off.
Cripes, why hadn’t she asked which Blizzard player before she’d committed to this particular assignment? She needed to build her business as badly as she needed the money, and she was good with ankles, which made her the perfect PT match. Had she known his identity ahead of time, though, would she have taken him on anyway?
No effing way.
Of all the PT joints in all the towns in all the world, he limps into mine.
She unstuck her feet from where they’d rooted themselves to the floor and willed them to walk with a casual gait toward the guy she swore she’d never speak to again in this lifetime. Not that she had ever imagined getting another chance to walk that dark path.
A wicked thought caused her to mentally rub her hands together. Angie thought of herself as a glass-half-full kind of girl, and right now she was telling herself there was a bright side to this irony. How badly could she torture him under the pretext of physical therapy? Grab that ankle and yank it this way, twist it that way … Oh, how she’d love to get the upper hand on the cocky douche canoe. Bring him to his knees. Make him cry for mercy. Make him sob out a long-overdue apology. Make him snivel as he confessed to her how cruelly he’d behaved.
And now he was here. In the flesh. On her table. Injured.
Yeah, she could make this work.
“Rossi?” he croaked. “Is that you?” Those dark blue eyes summed her up in one thorough sweep, and a corner of his mouth twitched tentatively.
One tiny movement, and her revenge fantasy went poof. She should have been cackling with glee in the bottom of her cold, dead heart. Technically, only one corner of said heart was dead, thanks to the frostbite inflicted on it by Sam Freaking Durbin. But she was at a loss to muster delight over this turn of fortune. The promise of paybacks splatted at her feet. This man was to her willpower what kryptonite was to Superman. She needed to slide into a lead suit if she hoped to survive him this time.
She cleared the surge of emotions from her throat “Hi, Sam. Long time no see.” Ooh, nicely played, Ange. Casual indifference is always a good fallback.
She reached for her rolling laptop stand to give her hands something to do and her eyes somewhere to point besides his infuriatingly handsome face. Even as she broke eye contact, though, she felt the weight of his gaze on her. What thoughts were buzzing through his head? What a mistake he’d made that night six years ago? Or how smoking hot she looked in her baggy pants? Yeah, right. Maybe he was realizing how drunk he’d truly been and that his liquored-up eyesight had been so thoroughly compromised he’d imagined her as … someone else. Someone with a pink puffy-lipped mouth. Someone pretty. Someone with a supermodel build whose name was Brianna. 
Unfortunately, there was nothing wrong with Angie’s eyesight, and he looked finer now than he had then. He was taller, for one thing. More squared off. More … manly. He wore his testosterone well.
Damn him.
“High ankle sprain?” she said dully, waking up the workstation.
“Yep.” He popped the p.
Keeping her eyes averted, she scrolled the screen. “I assume they took X-rays last night and didn’t find any breaks?” 
“No breaks.” He pointed at the monitor she was currently drilling her gaze into. “Isn’t it right there?” he grunted with annoyance. “I don’t get why I have to keep repeating the same damn thing every time. Yes, it’s a high ankle sprain, aka a season-ending injury.” Those last words came out with some spicy sauce on them. Or was that venom?
She wasn’t about to tell him this was her first look at his records. Instead, she turned and snapped her wrist at him.
“Okay. Lie back. Let’s see what we’ve got.” She took the crutches from him and watched his posture as he reclined, his lungs seeming to deflate with a sigh. She tried not to notice how he filled the entire bed. Or that he was a big guy … with big muscles. Everywhere. He was dressed in gray sweat pants and a black T-shirt that didn’t exactly cling, but it didn’t hide the blocky definition of those toned muscles beneath the soft fabric.
After carefully rolling down his sock, she removed the ACE bandage and scanned his ankle, taking in the swelling and purply-blue hue of his skin. Oh, that didn’t look good. “When was the last time you iced?”
He stared up at the ceiling tiles. “The trainer did this morning when I got to the arena.”
“How long ago was that?” She snatched the tablet from the workstation shelf and took images of the offended joint from different angles. 
He shrugged. “Two hours?”
“And before that?” She slid the tablet back onto its shelf.
“Last night.”
She corralled her surprise. “So only twice since you injured it?”
He flicked up a finger. “Last night.” Another joined it. “This morning. That’s twice. And yeah, I know I was supposed to do more, but like I told the trainer who just finished chewing me out before I got here, I was too fucking exhausted.”
She ignored the snark, instead zeroing in on the fact that twice wasn’t nearly enough and that her patient obviously hadn’t followed the trainer’s instructions. If Sam had a significant other at home, she would have made sure he iced. Therefore, no SO. Angie told herself she needed these important details because it affected his rehab. She had to gauge how difficult he was going to be when it came to sticking to his treatment. This was all about business and not for any personal reasons. Of course it was.
“Tell me if this hurts.” She palpated the ligaments, watching his expression closely for telltale signs of discomfort. Most hockey players had high pain thresholds and were good at masking their reactions when something did hurt. They all shared a strange macho don’t-show-any-pain gene, and some of them schooled their features so well one might mistake them for being bored.
Nothing registered on Sam’s face. Then again, he was a good actor. This she knew firsthand.
“I’m going to check your stability.” She began some gentle range-of-motion tests. A quick flex of his jaw muscle was the only sign that what she was doing made him uncomfortable.
“Did that hurt?”
He shook his head. Still looking at the ceiling, he murmured, “You look different than you did the last time I saw you. Of course, that was six years ago.”
Whoa! He remembered how long ago it had been? She paused a beat before resuming. “Different how?”
“I don’t know,” he chuffed. “Different. Maybe it’s the clothes.”
She couldn’t stop herself from calling bullshit. “Yeah? What was I wearing the last time you saw me?”
“Jeans. You always wore jeans.”
He had it wrong. She’d been wearing leggings and his jersey. For one untethered moment, she wondered if he remembered what she’d had on under the leggings and jersey. She’d worn those uncomfortable lacy bits for him after all.
Pressing her lips together to keep herself from spitting out something she’d regret—he was a patient, even if he was a user and a loser—she put her hands on his ankle with a firmer touch than necessary, and his butt lifted slightly off the table.
“Fuck!”
“Sorry,” she muttered. Not sorry.
“You didn’t hurt me. Your hands are cold,” he grumbled.
She took two steps back. “If you don’t like my cold hands, you’re really not going to like this.” She couldn’t keep the smile from her voice.
“What’s this?” He rolled his head toward her, his voice pitching with a hint of panic.
Without answering, she pivoted and fetched a cold gel pack she slipped inside a fabric sleeve and strapped to his ankle. “Comfy?”
“Don’t I get a pillow or something for my head?”
She snagged a pillow from a cabinet and gave herself a virtual pat on the back for handing it to him rather than giving in to the urge to hurl it at his face.
As he stuffed the pillow under his head, his bicep bunched like he was flexing it in that way men did when they were showing off. Except he wasn’t doing it on purpose. Eyes trained upward, he lowered his other hand to his sculpted chest and tapped his long, tapered fingers. Corded veins crisscrossed the smooth skin of his forearm. He was quite a specimen, from his square shoulders to his flat stomach to the hockey-player quads that strained his sweats.
Ugh.
He muttered something under his breath, snapping her out of her inappropriate appraisal.
She cupped her ear. “What was that?”
His navy blues drilled into her, and he flashed her a syrupy smile. “I was just thanking you for taking my comfort into consideration.”
Why were the good-looking ones always assholes?
“Anytime,” she tossed back. Grabbing her tablet once more, she directed a barrage of questions at him. How did the injury happen? Had he felt a pop, a tear, a sharp pain, a dull ache? Numbness or tingling? How was the pain now that he was resting versus when he’d been upright moments ago?
He let out a humorless chuckle. “What is this, twenty questions?”
“No, twenty-three. Did you skate on it afterward, or were you helped off the ice?”
“I had help. How long has this ice pack been on?”
She tilted her wrist to check her watch. “Five minutes. Fifteen more to go. Let me ask you another question.”
A grunt.
“Are you always this whiny?” He turned his head, and his mouth parted in surprise. She continued with a satisfied smirk. “I only ask because we’re stuck together for at least the next six weeks, and I’d like to set up my treatment plan accordingly. Pro tip: The less pissy you are, the easier this will go for both of us.”
His eyes went wide. “Six weeks? Playoffs will be over in six weeks!”
“Not if the team goes deep,” she pointed out logically.
“Yeah, and by then someone else will have solidly kicked me out of my spot, and I’ll be stuck in a monkey suit watching from a suite.”
She pushed down the twinge of sympathy trying to work its way into her heart—into that cold, dead corner. She crinkled her nose. “Kinda sucks for you, huh?”
He cocked his head to the side. “You know what? This whole situation sucks. And I’m pretty sure you suck too.” The double meaning seemed to smack him at the same instant it ping-ponged inside her. His entire demeanor softened into something more conciliatory. “What I meant was, uh …”
Crossing her arms, she pushed an exasperated breath through her nostrils. “Do you want to get back on the ice this season or not?”
He bobbed his head.
“Then be nice. I’m your only hope, Obi-Wan Kenobi.”
His mouth curled slightly. “That’s not good news, and I’ll tell you why, Princess Leia. I’ve been warned about you. You have a reputation.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? And what might that be?”
“I’m told you’re merciless.”
Her first instinct was to find out who’d been talking smack about her. She hadn’t been here that long, and besides, she prided herself on her skills as a physical therapist. Being labeled as “merciless” left a queasy feeling in her stomach, but she forced it down. “Only to people I don’t like. But don’t worry. I always give them a big stick to bite down on.”
His head flopped back down, and he raised his forearm and draped it over his eyes. His lips moved, and she was pretty sure he whispered, “Fuck!” Then he slid his arm off his face, rolled his head to the side, and looked up at her. “I thought this morning was going to be a simple consultation. You know, you ask your million questions—”
“Twenty-three,” she couldn’t stop herself from interjecting.
“Most of which the trainer already asked me last night, by the way, before we set up a schedule. I certainly didn’t come in here expecting to be iced. That I can take care of myself.”
“And it appears you’ve been doing a bang-up job so far,” she deadpanned. “As for the consultation, they should have told you to plan on sixty minutes. I’ll tell you what, though. For efficiency’s sake, we’ll consult while you ice. No point in wasting time. Better to get right to it. That way you can be back on the game sooner.”
His eyes brightened with hope, and that inconvenient twang plucked at her once again.
She ran through the rest of her questions and went over some preliminary plans with him for his ongoing treatment. He canned the attitude, and soon she was done with that part of the interview.
“I do have to write up my notes, so this would be a good time to pull out some earbuds and listen to that headbanging music you used to like.”
“Still like it.”
When he didn’t move, she added, “Unless you prefer listening to the whirs of the ice machines, the beeps of the equipment, and the cries of other patients currently being tormented.” She almost laughed out loud when his eyes widened once more. “If you didn’t bring earbuds, we have some earphones you can use.”
He slipped his hand into a pocket and produced a small earbud charging case, which he held up to her.
She gave him a head bob. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”
The rest of the appointment ran smoothly—mostly because he lay on the table with his eyes closed, head rocking to whatever beat was playing between his ears. Though she tried not to, she continually sneaked glances at him, partly because she still couldn’t believe he was real and partly because she was still assessing his musculature. So she could best treat him, of course. This was about him, not about her general appreciation for the male form. Nope, that would be grossly unprofessional. She certainly didn’t do it with her other patients.
When she had gone over everything she needed to cover in this session, she removed the gel pack and rewrapped his ankle before preparing a goodie bag that included two more of the ice packs. She held one up. “I want you to ice every two hours for the rest of today. Rotate these out so while you’re using one, the other one’s back in the freezer. Now let’s talk pain control. Have the trainers or doc given you anything yet?”
“They handed me some Tylenol last night.”
“That’ll help with pain, but it won’t touch the swelling. If your stomach tolerates it, ibuprofen’s usually better for the first day or two because it tackles the pain and inflammation. Discuss it with the team doc first, though, and stick to what he prescribes for you.”
He eyed the gel pack she still held in her hand. “So ice and ibuprofen, if the doc says it’s okay?”
“Exactly. RICE.”
A dark eyebrow quirked. “I’m eating rice too?”
“No. RICE stands for rest, ice, compression, and elevation. I want you to rest and keep your foot elevated. When you have to get up, I want you to use this. In fact, let’s put it on you now before you head out.”
He eyed the pneumatic boot warily, as if it might explode. “Why do I have to wear that thing?”
“It will help stabilize your ankle. Prop yourself up and watch while I put it on so you can see how to do it at home.” She leaned over and fit the boot. “The more stable the ankle, the less inflammation and the quicker we can get to work. For now, you’re on the RICE regimen.” When she looked up from her work, his eyes were riveted to her.
He seemed to remember himself. “And when am I supposed to come back?”
She dropped the gel pack she’d been holding into his bag and picked up a piece of paper. “It’s all right here. I’ll also send you an email invite, and once you accept it, it’ll drop the schedule into your calendar. Your next appointment is tomorrow. Same bat time, same bat channel.” 
“Bat what?”
“Seriously?” she scoffed. “You’ve never heard … Never mind.” She flapped a hand at him.
“What?”
“Nothing. Swing your legs over the edge and put your weight on your good leg. Let’s see how this feels.” She handed him the crutches. He fit them under his armpits and reached one out but didn’t plant it well. He wobbled, and she wrapped an arm around his trim waist, steadying him. God, it was like bracing against a side of beef without any marbling to it. He was all hard muscle. “Lean your weight on me.”
He lifted his arm and stared down at her with a snicker. “That’s rich. You’re going to be my human crutch?”
“Not a chance.”
“Good thing because you’re a little small for the job.”
She let that one roll off her back. “Look, if I let you face-plant, that’s more work for me and more repair work for you.” She slid out from under him, ignoring the inconvenient quickening of her pulse and the pleasant citrus-and-cedar smell that drifted off him. The scent tickled memories she wanted to keep buried. Putting just enough distance between them that she could catch him if he toppled—but no closer—she folded her arms protectively over her chest. “Besides, we wouldn’t want to mess up that pretty face of yours, now would we? I’m sure the ladies prefer it the way it is.”
Did I really just say that? Too late to reel it back in.
He looked at her as if he couldn’t decide how to respond or what to say. Sam Durbin tongue-tied in her presence? When had that ever happened? She’d always been an afterthought, except that one night when he’d been nothing but silver-tongued smoothness.
In the end, he adjusted his crutches and headed for the door. The best thing would have been to let him maneuver his way out so he could get used to the motion and dealing with obstacles like doors, but she couldn’t hold back. She walked beside him and held the door for him.
When he cleared the doorway, he turned partway. A ghost of a smile played over his lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
As she watched his back retreat toward the elevators, she puffed out a breath that hit her hairline.






  
  Chapter 3
New Normal
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Unbelievable. Sam had not only survived his startling reunion with Angie Rossi, but he’d come out of it with his balls intact. And goddamn, she was even more beautiful than he remembered. She’d also filled out in all the right places—not that she’d been lacking before. Nope, even though six years had passed, his memory was crystal clear on how plush those curves had felt under his fingertips. 
Jesus H. Christ, this was going to be torture.
She’d teased him a little with the Star Wars reference, so maybe there was hope they could find some neutral ground. His optimistic heart dared believe they could even be friends, like they’d been before that night—the night he’d given her his jersey only to strip it off her in his hotel room later. A night he’d never been able to stuff into a gear bag and shove to the back of his mind’s closet, though he’d tried his damnedest.
A few girlfriends had come and gone since her, and though he wasn’t proud to admit it, he’d had no problem moving on. Hockey always came first, which was probably why no relationship had ever stuck. So why couldn’t he leave memories of Angie behind as easily?
She hadn’t been a girlfriend. She’d been a friend who turned into one amazing, unforgettable night. During all the years that had passed, he had never thought of her as a one-night stand, though she probably didn’t know that. They had history, common threads that wove their lives together. To be precise, they shared one bombastic common thread named Brianna.
Yeah, that didn’t bode well for him either.
The way he’d walked away from Angie hadn’t been so different from how a teammate might treat a hookup on the road, though. He flinched inside at the recall. In his defense, that hadn’t been his intention when his alcohol-soaked brain had let down its defenses and given him permission to do what he’d wanted to do for a long time. The fact that his desire for her had been simmering inside him made him an asshole because she’d been his steady’s best friend, though until that night, he hadn’t realized the attraction had been there all along. So maybe he wasn’t a total asshole.
Yeah, you are. Walking out on Angie that night proved it beyond a reasonable doubt.
Fuck.
He needed to get through this injury and get back on the ice as soon as possible, for so many reasons—including getting away from Angie and the uncomfortable memories she stirred up.
Time for a distraction. The one he chose was playing Assassin’s Creed Shadows on his PS5. Not a great solution for the memory fog he was after, so when his phone lit up, he was easily pulled away. The name flashing on his screen made his heart thunk in his chest. He blew out a breath, dreading the call while at the same time oddly grateful it channeled his ricocheting thoughts away from the girl he’d left behind.
He paused the game. “Hey, Dad. How’s it going?”
“I watched your game last night. How’s the injury?”
Okay, let’s just jump right into it. “High ankle sprain. I started PT this morning.” Sam reached down and adjusted the gel pack. Damn, that thing was cold.
“That’s a tough break, son. I’m sorry to hear it.”
Sam felt his hopes sink. “It’s not the end of my career.”
“No, of course not. It’s just … Well, hopefully the team will go deep, and you’ll have your shot at the playoffs. If not, there’s next year.”
Maybe there’s next, and maybe not. “Yeah, hopefully. How are you, though?”
“Eh, I’m doing what they tell me. They say I’m getting better. We’ll see.”
“I wish I could come see you. Or have you come see me.”
“We’ll get there, son. Don’t worry, okay? You need to focus on healing that ankle.”
And you need to not worry about me and focus on your own health.
“You had a really good game,” his dad encouraged. Of course he did. He was Sam’s biggest cheerleader, especially after he had picked up the slack for Mom.
“Thanks. I just wish I’d had my head on a bigger swivel. I might have avoided the collision.”
“Shit happens, Sammy, and it happens at the speed of light. Even if you’d had the advantage of three-sixty vision, I’m not sure you could have avoided it in time.” He wheezed, and the rattle spiked Sam’s pulse rate. It was an unnerving sound. “How’s your PT? Do you like him? I’m sure he’s top-notch if the Blizzard hired him.”
Sam pushed out a silent breath. “It’s a her, and she seems to know what she’s doing. Are you taking your oxygen like the docs told you to?”
“’Course I am,” his father protested, sounding stronger now. “Now tell me more about this physical therapist. Can I ask if she’s pretty, or does that make me a misogynist? Or sexist? I never know which is which.”
Scratching the back of his head, Sam forced a laugh. “She’s all right. You’ll never believe who she is.”
“Oh? You know her?”
“Sure do. You do too. Remember Brianna’s best friend, Angelina Rossi?”
“That cute little blond thing that was always glued to Brianna’s side?”
“That’s the one.”
“Well, I’ll be damned. Your mother always wondered why you didn’t date her.”
“Uh, maybe because I was with Brianna?”
“No, I mean after you and Brianna broke up. I suppose that would have been a little awkward, though, especially considering how things ended with you two.”
A little awkward? Oh hell yeah, it was.
Sam jumped the track. “How’s Joey? I haven’t talked to him in a while.”
“Joe’s busy with his studies, as usual. You should give him a call.”
Busy with the studies Sam was paying for. Hell, he’d been paying his little brother’s college tuition for the past two years, and he didn’t intend to stop. It was one of his mother’s dying wishes, and he had promised her he’d take care of it. No matter what happened to his bank account, Sam would figure out a way to keep honoring that promise, especially since his brother was putting in the hard work and getting the grades. The same way Sam was dedicated to hockey, Joey was dedicated to schoolwork—and he was damn good at it too.
Still, the obligation added another layer of financial stress. One more reason that missing a stint in the playoffs sucked balls.
“Yeah, I’ll do that, though I might wait until he’s through with finals. He gets pissy if I try to talk to him when his nose is glued to the books.” Amazing how different he and his brother were. Sam had always been the sporty one, while Joe had been cerebral. Sam was proud of his brother—and envious at times too. If hockey didn’t pan out, he didn’t have a higher education to fall back on. Maybe his brother could support him, he thought ruefully.
“Well, at least send him a text now and again so he knows you’re alive.”
Sam was about to remind his dad that if Joe wanted to know where Sam was, he only had to turn on the TV, but he corralled the words before they escaped. His brother wouldn’t see him on TV because Sam wouldn’t be playing.
Damn it! He hated this new reality.
It’s a temporary setback, that’s all. But would he be able to get back on the ice this season?
Sam pulled himself up from his morass. “Hey, so tell me about what kinds of things the docs are having you do.”
“Oh, Christ! You wouldn’t believe the rabbit food I have to eat nowadays.”
Sam chuckled. “What? You mean no more brats and buttered mashed potatoes for Coach? No more yelling at his players until his face turns purple?”
“Oh, come on, I wasn’t that bad. And look how you turned out because of it.” Sam could hear the pride in his dad’s voice. “I’m not allowed to have any more of the good-tasting food, and your Aunt Julie is having a field day making me eat that crap the nutritionist says is good for the old ticker. Says she’s getting her revenge for all those years I was looking out for her. Can you believe she thinks I bullied her? She doesn’t get it, no matter how many times I tell her that I was protecting her from all those bad actors who kept sniffing around.”
Apparently, it had worked because Aunt Julie had never married.
“Yeah? They were hockey players too, am I right?” Sam’s heart lifted as his old man spun one story after another about his former teammates, the same guys who used to chase Aunt Julie. He’d heard the stories a million times—from both his dad and his aunt—and he always marveled at how different their versions sounded.
After exchanging a few more minutes of conversation and a few gruff I-love-yous, they hung up. Sam looked around his half-vacant apartment, and desolation crept its way through him. He hadn’t wanted to put too much attention toward the place because God only knew where he’d be in a few months. Wise move, but the condo was sterile, what little furniture he had lacking warmth or personality. Like something you’d find in a hotel room. If only he could stick this time, he’d hire someone to decorate it for him, or he’d find himself a furnished condo in the same building as some of his teammates. Or maybe a house in the neighborhood where the family guys lived. Nothing fancy, but with a big enough backyard where he could finally have a dog.
Yeah, that was a big if.
His phone pinged with a text.
Toby: How’d PT go?


Sam: Hard to say. First day. Mostly eval and ice.


Toby: Who’s your PT?


Sam blew out a breath before typing.
Sam: Angie Rossi.


Toby: The blond! Fuck, you are so hosed, dude.


Sam found his defenses rising for reasons he didn’t comprehend.
Sam: She’s not half bad.


Truth was, Sam didn’t have enough information to go on, but Angie seemed to know what the hell she was doing. But what if he read her wrong? What if he was applying the filter of past Angie on present-day Angie? Back then, she always applied herself to whatever she set her mind to and hit her marks a hundred percent of the time. She’d aced her ACTs and had a permanent spot at the top of the honor roll. She’d even tutored him so he could pass his classes, using oddball Star Wars references that had stuck. He could still recall her face puckered in concentration and how Brianna used to rib her about it. That was Brianna, though. Thoughtless, self-centered, sometimes cruel. Why had Sam fallen for her again? Oh. Because he’d been sixteen and she’d been the hottest chick in high school. Yeah, he’d also been a shallow jock back then.
Even if he had thought about Angie that way, she had lived next door to his billet family in Minnesota, and his billet brother, who had also been his teammate, had been into her. Angie hadn’t returned the guy’s interest, but it didn’t matter. She’d been so
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