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Hazel Knox

Three Years Earlier

“DID YOU FUCKING BREAK my dick?”

I frowned as the choppy scream hit me the second I stepped off the elevator. The ER should have been quiet at this hour, but apparently, my nap later was getting canceled.

“This one’s all yours, Doctor.” Leslie, the nurse on duty tonight, dropped the tablet with the patient’s chart into my hands as she wrinkled her face in disapproval.

I skimmed the screen, focusing on the patient’s key details.

Jacob Edward Miller

26 years old

Penile paresthesia and edema. Severe genital pain.

“Did he actually break his...” The man’s pained groan cut me off, forcing my mouth shut.

“You could at least have the decency to come to the ER with me, you...” He trailed off before hurling the insult, sounding like he was mid-argument on the phone.

Whoever the woman was who broke the poor guy’s dick had decided to let him deal with his own mess. Honestly, I would’ve done the same.

“You’d better go in,” Leslie said, tilting her head to look at me over her reading glasses.

“Right.” I sighed, a little freaked out.

I remembered the anatomy lessons on the male reproductive organ, and I’d studied a few urology articles, but in my measly four months of residency, I’d never had to treat anything like this.

I’d seen a bit of everything in that time—except an injured penis. Actually, I hadn’t even seen a penis in a good long while.

I walked into the trauma bay, my eyes landing first on the man lying there, clutching his groin like his life depended on it. Even with his face twisted in pain, his features were handsome. The trimmed beard and the messy black hair swept back gave him that rugged, masculine look. Plus, he was so big he barely fit on the hospital bed.

“I’m Dr. Knox, and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. Can you tell me what happ—”

“Isn’t there a doctor?” he cut in through gritted teeth before I could finish.

“I am a doctor,” I said, raising one eyebrow.

“Isn’t there a male doctor? Or at least someone who doesn’t look like they just stepped out of a Disney movie?”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t get me wrong, princess...”

“It’s Dr. Knox,” I interrupted firmly, squaring my shoulders, trying to sound confident.

“Did you start med school in kindergarten or what?”

I snorted, annoyed by his comment.

Had thirty seconds even passed since I walked in? No... definitely not.

“I don’t see how that’s relevant information, but if you tell me what brought you here in the middle of the night, I might be able to help you.”

“You can help by calling a male doctor,” he said, then winced and writhed on the bed, clenching his teeth.

Hurts, doesn’t it, you son of a bitch?

I drank five coffees in a five-hour window just to stay awake for the next twelve of a twenty-four-hour shift, and I get a sexist asshole demanding a male professional?

“I’m sorry, Mr...” I glanced at the screen to recall his last name. “Miller. But I’m the only doctor on duty tonight. I could try to call in a urologist, but it might take him about three hours to get here.”

“Three hours?” he growled.

“Yes. Think you can wait?” I batted my lashes with fake condescension, and his gaze froze on my face for a second.

Men were so easily thrown off by a woman’s attitude that his next sentence came out in a much softer tone.

“This hurts like hell. Can’t you just give me a painkiller or something?”

“Maybe, if you let me examine you. Otherwise, I’ll have to leave—other patients are probably waiting for me.”

I took two steps back, ready to walk out. I couldn’t force anyone to be examined. The most I could do was question his refusal and try to mediate, but my patience ran out the second he called me princess.

Asshole!

He had to be a man.

“No, wait!” he yelled. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of his hands reach out toward me, like he could stop me from leaving. I wrinkled my forehead, looking at him sideways. My feet were caught between being inside and outside the room. “I think it’s broken.”

A nearly deafening silence stretched after his words, and I couldn’t tell if his expression held more shame, pain, or fear. Maybe a little of all three.

“It?” I tilted my head, looking for a clearer answer.

“My...”

He sighed, measuring his words.

Funny—before I walked in, I could hear him say “dick” with plenty of confidence. What changed now?

“I need you to be more specific,” I said.

“My dick.” He spat it out painfully. “I think it’s broken.”

“Can I take a look?” I asked, moving toward the side table to put on a pair of gloves.

Before I could cover my hands, I heard his choked laugh.

“You’re not touching it.”

“Believe me, Mr. Miller, I’ve examined a penis before.”

Okay, that was a lie. But fuck it, he seemed like a total asshole, so a little white lie wouldn’t hurt.

“Has any man ever broken your heart?” he asked, his eyes fixed on my face.

“Yes.” And in the worst way possible.

I admitted it so naturally that I had to clench my teeth to stop myself from blurting out that last part.

“Then no. You’re not getting near my dick.” His determined tone started to replace my patience with an unusual rage—or maybe it was his not-so-subtle question, which reminded me of things I’d rather forget.

So I dropped my shoulders, counting to ten in my head so I wouldn’t lose my cool.

“Mr. Miller.” Even though I didn’t raise my voice, I made sure I sounded hard enough. “Your chart lists severe pain, tingling, and swelling. If these symptoms aren’t investigated and treated in time, it could result in a deformity so extensive that your dick will be mistaken for one of those road signs that mean a winding curve—or worse... you could even lose your sexual function and spend the rest of your life with a limp, useless penis.”

I took a deep breath after saying all that in one go.

“You’re not helping, princess,” he muttered, grimacing.

“If you’d just let me help...”

We stared at each other for what felt like an eternity. If he was hoping for any sign of insecurity, he was out of luck—he was the one who looked away first, sighing before he started talking.

“You know that position where the woman rides you backward?” he asked in an innocent tone, like he was talking about Toronto’s tourist spots. My eyes went wide as I nodded. “I swear I asked her to take it slow, but the girl was possessed. I didn’t even see how it happened—I just remember feeling my dick slip out at the same time she sat down on it.”

“Okay...” I controlled my breathing, trying not to blush.

Did I want details? Yes. But not that many.

“She didn’t even want to come to the hospital,” he lamented, with a disappointed look. “I’d have more decency if I broke someone’s dick.” I frowned, not wanting to voice how awkward and unnecessary this whole thing was. “Not that there’s any chance of that, you know? I really like women, a lot, a whole lot...”

I’m going to throw up!

I turned my attention to the tablet, noting down the relevant details of how the trauma happened, then moved closer.

“I’m going to take a look now, okay?” I warned him in my most professional tone.

The asshole moved his hands away hesitantly as a tense silence settled around us. I pushed the feeling aside, noticing the giant bulge covered by a white towel.

“Can you please take the towel off?” I asked, and instantly his face turned a shade of red.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man blush.

But it must be really hard to deal with the shame of injuring your precious genital organ. Men usually take good care of their own dicks—the problem is they love sticking them in any hole.

I had to make a throat-clearing sound to force him to act, and after a few seconds, he pulled back the fabric, revealing a member so swollen it could easily be mistaken for an eggplant.

“Did you hear any noise before you felt the pain? Like a snapping sound?” I asked, adjusting my gloves in case I needed to touch it.

“I don’t remember...” he said, thoughtful. “I mean... maybe.”

What the hell do I do with a maybe?

I’m going to have to start praying, holy shit.

“Yes or no?”

“I felt a click. But I’m not sure if it was just a sensation or an actual sound. You know?”

NO!

“Okay.” I moved even closer, leaning against the side of the hospital bed. “Any bleeding?”

“No.”

“Spread your legs, please.”

He whined but did as I asked, letting me get a better look at his scrotum, which was also swollen. There was no way it was that size. Right?

I reached out my hand, ready to check, but his voice stopped me.

“Please, don’t!”

I pulled back, looking at his face.

The vulnerability I saw in his expression melted all the earlier anger, so I decided to spare him—for now.

“I’m going to order a painkiller, and then you’ll have an ultrasound,” I said, starting to request the medication and exam in the system.

“And then?”

“It’s too early to give a prognosis, Mr. Miller. But surgical intervention is very common for this type of injury.”

“Fucking hell!” he cursed under his breath. “Isn’t there another option?”

“It all depends on how much damage was done to the structure of your member.”

“We don’t know about the structure of my dick yet, but my dignity is very, very, very damaged, Doctor.”

I started backing away slowly when I got a notification on my device that a critical patient had just been admitted. Either way, my work here was done for now.

“I can help with the dick, but you’re going to have to deal with your bruised ego on your own, sweetheart.” I waved in the air before leaving the private ward.

[image: ]

I LEFT THE OPERATING room walking slowly, my feet throbbing from the time I’d spent standing. Four hours assisting with a vagotomy, and even though I was exhausted, it was the first time I’d participated in that procedure. I pulled my phone from my lab coat pocket and sighed with relief when I saw there were only a few minutes left until my shift ended.

I passed the nursing station, getting curious when I heard the whispers between the nurses and the strange looks toward one room. I frowned, tilting my head to understand the commotion. The guy with the twisted penis had a satisfied smile on his face as he talked to the head of urology.

It was too early. The doctor shouldn’t be here yet, unless...

I looked again at the flushed face of one of the nurses, then back at the idiot with the broken dick, marching toward him.

“Good morning, Dr. Ballard,” I greeted as I got closer, but still without entering the room.

“Ah, there she is.” The bastard pointed at me, still not wiping that smug grin off his face.

“Good morning, Knox.” My boss gave me a brief look before turning back to the jackass. “Mr. Miller was just telling me how you left him alone in the ER after telling him his penis would look like a winding curve.”

Son of a...

“That’s not exactly what I said,” I defended myself, forcing my legs to move inside the room. “I was just trying to explain what would happen if he didn’t let me do the initial exams.”

“And then she disappeared for hours.” The bastard ratted me out. “Lucky for me, Julie gave me some miracle drug and called you, or I’d be screwed.” He raised one hand toward the nurse outside, waving and smiling seductively.

“The painkiller I prescribed,” I declared, pointing my index finger at my chest. “And I didn’t disappear. I had to go into an emergency surgery, but I requested tests to determine the severity of the injury.”

“Let’s go to my office, Doctor,” Dr. Ballard called calmly, though I could almost predict the scolding I was about to get. “And Mr. Miller, I hope I don’t have to see you in this situation again. Be careful.”

“You got it, Doctor.”

I took one last look at the bastard, trying to convey all the rage I was feeling at that moment. Then, crossing my arms protectively in front of my body, I followed down the hall with the surgeon on my heels.

“Did you check his test results before going into surgery?” he asked as soon as he closed the door behind him.

I stood frozen in the middle of the room. I didn’t have the energy to sit, and trying to defend myself again might just make things worse.

“No, sir.”

“Lucky for you, the patient doesn’t need repair of the tunica albuginea, but if there had been a severe rupture or even a urethral injury, you’d be screwed.”

Okay, that was a bit much...

“I did the initial exams, and when I left the ER, everything seemed under control, Doctor.”

“That doesn’t matter, Hazel.” I nearly flinched when he used a condescending tone to call me by my first name. “Next time something like this happens, make sure the patient’s physical integrity isn’t at risk before you commit to another case. If Mr. Miller had lost erectile function because of your negligence, he could sue you.”

“But...” I dropped my shoulders when I noticed the doctor’s stern expression. Nothing I said would get me off the hook, and of course: the incident would count against me. “It won’t happen again, Dr. Ballard,” I said, recovering my confident posture, or at least what was left of it.

“I left the discharge instructions and papers at the nursing station. Make sure he understands the importance of the aftercare before he goes home.” I just nodded before leaving him alone in his office.

I had the impression that doctors always expected me to burst into tears in front of them when I got chewed out, but that would never happen. I was raised by a tough-as-nails athlete who taught me to be hard to knock down and disciplined. Plus, I considered my emotional control a superpower trained and perfected by my father—who, besides being loving and supportive, would grab me by the shoulders in any crisis, look into my eyes, and say: “You’re a brave and smart girl, Hazel, now go and handle the problem the way brave and smart girls do.”

It was no wonder I graduated high school at fifteen, a year before my older brother. At sixteen, I started studying Biology at the University of Toronto, only later beginning my long-dreamed-of medical degree.

I approached the nursing station again, noticing Anne with her back to me, her elbows resting on the counter.

“Good morning,” I said as I got closer, but instead of returning the greeting, my friend raised one hand, as if asking me for a minute. “What?” I frowned, puzzled by her reaction.

Is everyone going crazy today?

“I can’t believe Jake Miller is here!” Even trying to keep her voice down, her excitement was palpable.

“What’s so special about him besides being an asshole who got himself into a fight?”

I twisted my lips, not thrilled by her enthusiasm for the guy who’d just made me look bad in front of one of my bosses.

“He’s just one of the most expensive players in the NHL.”

“Figures...” I scoffed, turning my head to look at him, and I was surprised to catch the idiot staring back at me.

Hockey players have a natural degree of arrogance, and I could say that with authority, since my father had a long and prosperous career in the sport and my brother was now following the same path.

“Plus, he’s been on the cover of Hockey Crush more times than your dickhead ex-boyfriend.”

“Lucky for you my mood is already sour enough, you tramp.” I pulled the discharge paperwork toward me, getting ready to wrap up this punishment shift.

“Lucky for you that you’ve seen his dick.”

“It’s broken, Anne.” I looked at her with boredom.

“But tell me! What’s he like?”

“Right now, it looks more like an eggplant than a penis.”

“I’m talking about him, not his dick.” My friend corrected me. “He’s charming, right? Every time he winks at the crowd, the women go nuts.”

“You want me to get his number for you?” I clicked my tongue, slowly shaking my head.

Anne was obsessed with hockey and, consequently, with the players. She knew every single one of their names, their positions, the team stats, and since she was a teenager, she’d been collecting issues of Hockey Crush, a magazine dedicated to puck bunnies all over the world.

“You think you could?”

“I’d never try,” I reiterated, already stepping away.

“You’re so mean, Hazel Knox,” Anne called after me, this time loud enough for the whole floor to hear.

“I have to agree, Doctor. You’re mean.” Jake Miller gave me a crooked smile as he spoke.

“You don’t know me.” I cut off his smart-ass tone, scanning the recommendations the urologist had left.

“Don’t need to know you. Those icy eyes of yours say it all.”

I lifted my chin, narrowing my eyes in a clear reprimanding posture, but instead of snapping back at his comment, I decided to shut down this bullshit conversation once and for all.

“I believe Dr. Ballard already explained this, but I’ll reiterate that you’ll need to take medication for four weeks to prevent erections. After that period, you must repeat the ultrasound and see the urologist to assess if the healing was successful. The painkillers and antibiotics are also prescribed on the sheet, and if the swelling persists for more than forty-eight hours, it’s important that you return to the hospital.” I finished speaking, searching the man’s expression for some sign that he was paying attention, but he seemed lost in some other train of thought. “Any questions?”

“Yeah. How old are you?”

“Any questions regarding your clinical condition?” I repeated the question more specifically.

“No, Doctor. No fucking for a month, and no helping hand.”

Okay, I could let that slide.

“If you feel pain or burning when you urinate, you also need to come back to the ER.”

“Okay.”

“Here are your discharge papers, your prescriptions, and a medical certificate.” I held them out, and he did the same to take the papers, glancing down at them for a second.

“Is your phone number on here?”

“Of course not!”

“I think it’s important. In case I have any questions, I can call you and ask.”

“Consult your doctor, Mr. Miller.”

“You are my doctor, princess.”

Please, God, make this man shut up. I need this job.

“I’m not anymore.” I took a step back, ready to leave the room. “Have a nice life, and take better care of your penis, Mr. Miller.”

“You take care too, Doctor.” He winked, the smile still blatant on his lips.

I left the room, certain I would never run into this man again.

How wrong I was...

​
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Jake Miller

Two Years Earlier

“WHY ARE WE STAYING here, exactly?” I asked my best friend, glancing around his luxury apartment.

His TV was massive, and from what he’d texted me, there was beer in the fridge. But we’d agreed to watch the Senators against the Canadiens at the bar with the rest of the guys from the team.

“Because I can’t go out tonight, but I also don’t want to be alone.”

“Mommy ground you, big baby?”

I had to duck when he hurled one of the couch pillows at my face. The asshole had pretty good aim, but I was faster.

“Becca’s sleeping over,” he explained. “When Haz has night shifts, Rebecca stays with my parents, but the old folks went out of town.”

My friend had mentioned his little sister and his super cute three-year-old niece before. I knew he’d grown up right here in Toronto and that he was close with his family, but I hadn’t met them yet.

“Alright,” I said, nodding, and flopped backward onto his couch.

Hunter had joined the Savage two months ago to take over as the new right wing. We’d only known each other by name, and we’d faced off in the arena a few times. He was relentless. The way he got under his opponents’ skin was almost unbearable, but the second his signing was announced, I knew we’d make a hell of a duo. I just didn’t expect we’d hit it off as best friends right away. But that’s exactly what happened.

The chemistry on the ice was instant. We understood each other with just a look, completing each other’s plays without needing a heads-up. It was easy playing with him. Playing against him had always been the real challenge.

“Who do you think wins tonight?” he asked, but his eyes were glued to his phone screen, texting someone.

“If I had to bet, I’d say the Canadiens stand a better chance now that Sorokin’s shown up.”

“I don’t think the kid’s a match for Crosby, who’s been on fire the last two games.”

“Have you seen Sorokin on the ice?” I raised an eyebrow, eyeing him sideways. “He’s insane.”

“No more than us.” Hunter shrugged, then locked his phone and stood up abruptly. “Haz is here.”

The door swung open the same moment he said it, and even though I was thrown off by the sudden subject change, I stood too, to greet his sister.

“Uncle!” I spun around at the sound of the little girl’s excited, high-pitched voice.

And it couldn’t be...

“Hey, my little princess!”

The girl jumped into my friend’s arms, but it was her mother I couldn’t stop staring at...

Of course it was her. Dr. Knox.

How the hell hadn’t I put two and two together?

“Mommy said you’re gonna let me watch shark dog on your giant TV.”

“Hazel!” He scolded his sister in a whiny tone. “I told you there’s a game on tonight. Jake came all the way here just to watch.” He pointed at me, forcing the woman to notice my presence.

“Hello, Doctor!” I flashed my best cocky grin, realizing she remembered me just as well.

And how could she forget?

“Jacob Miller.” She narrowed her eyes, like that was supposed to mean something to me. “What a displeasure to see you again.”

“It’s Jake, and I can’t say the same.”

I shrugged, holding her fierce stare. She looked like she hated me, which I found intriguing. I was competitive and made enemies inside the arena, sure, but outside of it, everyone loved me.

At least, most people who actually spent time with me and got the best of me did. But of course, this ice-eyed woman would be the exception to that rule.

“You two know each other?” Hunter interrupted our silent standoff, asking.

“Duh, Uncle!” I bit back a laugh when the little girl answered for both of us.

“Mr. Miller came into the ER last year, after he sprained his—”

“Foot!” I cut her off, raising my voice so she wouldn’t finish the sentence. “I sprained my foot, and your sister did a great job with it.”

“Ah...” My friend furrowed his brow, the same way his sister did. Looking at them side by side, they looked a hell of a lot alike. “I didn’t know you sprained your foot. Did you need surgery?”

“No. It was a mild strain. Healed up in a few weeks.”

“Speaking of, Mr. Miller, how’s your foot doing?” She put a little too much emphasis on the word, probably trying to embarrass me.

Think you’re clever, Ice Eyes?

“Better than ever.” I planted my hands on my hips. “Wanna take a look?”

“Not if you were the last man on earth,” she shot back, earning a confused look from her brother and daughter. “I mean... there’s no need. I’m sure it’s fully healed.”

“Thanks to you, Doctor.”

She shrugged, brushing me off with a hint of disdain.

“I need to go now. Thanks for covering for me.”

“Don’t mention it. I love spending time with my little one.” Hunter tickled the girl’s belly, making her squeal and curl up with laughter.

“Easy on the tickling, Hunter.” His sister shook her head. “Don’t hesitate to call me if anything happens, and please, take care of my daughter.”

“I got it. I know what I’m doing.”

“Uncle Hunter is really good with girls, Mommy,” the little one said, leaving her mother with a scowl.

My friend pressed his lips together, eyes wide as he looked at his sister, who looked ready to curse him out in five different languages.

“Yeah, sure!” Hazel finally said. “You know the rules, right, Becca?”

“Yes,” she nodded enthusiastically. “Listen to Uncle, and don’t cry at bedtime.”

“If you need to talk to Mommy, just call,” she instructed, leaning in to kiss her daughter’s forehead.

“Okay, Mommy. This is gonna be fun!”

“She’s already had dinner.” The doctor was talking to her brother now. She pulled a huge bag off her shoulder and handed it to Hunter. “You can microwave her bottle for thirty seconds before you give it to her, okay?”

“Sure.”

“There are extra diapers and another pair of pajamas in the bag, just in case. Do you remember how to change a diaper?”

“I’m not stupid, Hazel.”

“Just kind of an idiot sometimes.” She gave him a charming little smirk before kissing his cheek. “I really have to go.” She repeated it, like she didn’t want to leave the girl. “Thanks again.”

“It’ll be fine, Haz.”

“Okay.” She sighed, taking a few steps back.

I waited for her to look at me one last time, but Hazel stepped out into the hallway without even saying goodbye. The little girl blew her a kiss before her mom got into the elevator.

It was strangely endearing.

Hunter closed the door and crouched down to set the little girl on the floor, leaving her bag on a console table in the corner.

“Hi, I’m Rebecca.” She walked up to me, holding out her small hand.

I had to tilt my head way down to look at her little face. Rebecca didn’t look anything like her mother. Her hair was black, while the doctor’s was light blonde. Her eyes were brown and slightly slanted.

“And I’m Jake,” I answered, copying her and holding out my hand for her to shake.

I bit back a laugh when her tiny palm touched my huge one.

“I know...” She nodded, studying me. “Uncle Hunter told me about you.”

“He told me about you too.”

“He’s such a gossip, isn’t he?” The girl clicked her tongue and walked away to climb onto the couch. I bit back another laugh, glancing at my friend, who was watching us with his arms crossed and an incredulous look on his face. “I wanna watch shark dog now.”

“Sweetheart, Uncle Jake and I are gonna watch a really important game.” Hunter sat down next to her, trying to explain in a soft voice.

“But Mommy promised you would let me!” The little girl pouted, and her eyes immediately filled with tears.

“Forget it. We’ll watch whatever she said.” I pointed at the little girl, settling down on the other side of the couch.

God forbid this kid starts crying now.

“It’s shark dog, Uncle Jake.” Her mood seemed to shift instantly.

“And what the hell is a shark dog?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“It’s a shark that’s a dog, duh.”

“Here we go...” Hunter muttered, opening Netflix to put on the cartoon, which was, in fact, a pet shark that acted like a dog.

In the end, we ended up like two idiots watching the cartoon while the little girl bounced around the couch between us.

“Does her battery ever run out?” I looked at my friend, sounding desperate as I asked.

“Nope, it doesn’t!” Rebecca said, panting, jumping on Hunter’s thighs until he had to grab her arm.

“Because I’m a kid, right, Uncle!? Duhhh!”

“Becca, you need to slow down or you’re gonna fall,” my friend warned, but the little girl ignored him, zipping past me like a rocket.

“Jesus Christ,” I laughed.

“We’re gonna have to play a little, or she’ll never sleep,” he said.

Play?

How long had it been since I’d played with a kid?

“Becks.” I grabbed her by the shoulders when she tried to reverse course, jumping back toward Hunter.

“It’s BecCAA!” She opened her mouth in a perfect “O” to correct me.

“Becks,” I repeated, trying to get her attention, but she shook her shoulders, trying to squirm away. “You know where your uncle keeps his hockey sticks?” Rebecca nodded furiously, stumbling over her words right after.

“I-I have one, just for me, that my uncle bought me.”

“How about a competition?”

“But I don’t even know how to skate yet.” She pouted before sighing, slumping her shoulders.

“We’ll just run.”

“Dude, this could go really wrong,” Hunter warned beside me.

“Relax, Mary Poppins, we’ll just pretend we’re in the arena. Right, Becks?”

“Mary Poppins.” The little girl giggled, giving her uncle a sassy look, but she clamped her hand over her mouth when she saw the expression on his face.

She probably didn’t even know who Mary Poppins was. She probably just thought it was a girly name.

“Go get your stick, Becca.” Hunter instructed, already getting up and following her through the living room.

When they came back, Rebecca was holding a stick much smaller than a standard one, painted pink, but still bigger than she was, and my friend had two normal-sized ones.

“So,” he began, “if anything breaks, you’re paying for it.”

“But I don’t have any money, Uncle,” Becks complained.

“Your mom will pay.”

“That’s not fair,” she crossed her arms, pouting and frowning in a grumpy way. “You’re rich, and my mommy is just a student like me.” My friend stifled a laugh, so I realized he was just saying that to rile her up.

“I’ll pay for you, Becks,” I said, grabbing one of the sticks and the rubber puck from his hand.

“Are you rich too?”

“Not as much as your uncle, but I’m less of a cheapskate than him.”

She let out a laugh and then looked at Hunter with a sneer, sticking her tongue out.

“Cheapskate!”

“Oh, yeah?” Hunter dropped his stick and pretended to chase her, while Rebecca screamed and took off running across the apartment.

“No, Uncle! No!”

I hung back, watching them tear through the living room. When Hunter caught her, they tumbled to the floor, both of them laughing.

I had no idea my teammate had this easygoing side. I knew he was relentless on the ice, a loyal friend, and a dick when it came to women. I knew about his family situation, but having a family is very different from being someone’s family.

I have cool parents. Siblings, cousins, even nieces and nephews, but I’d never been this actively involved in their lives. Maybe the years away from home had turned me that way, but that day, I felt like calling my mom and asking how my brothers and the kids were doing.

It was a good feeling.
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CHAPTER 3
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Hazel Knox

“YOU’RE NOT ACTUALLY thinking of calling that idiot, are you?!” Anne jabbed my arm, shooting me a glare that could freeze the bones of any unsuspecting human.

To me, she was harmless.

“I’m not trying to come up with an excuse to talk to him, An,” I said, keeping my face neutral.

Breaking down right now wouldn’t do me any good. Quite the opposite.

“You can’t even believe what you’re saying. Honestly!”

I heard shouts from the backyard and shifted my attention to see what was going on, but it was just Becca and Dad playing tag. My daughter loved any game where she had to run from some not-so-dangerous “threat.”

“It’s his daughter’s third birthday, Anne.”

“And he made it clear he doesn’t want to be part of it.” My friend let out an irritated sigh. “Shit! Who forgets their own kid’s birthday?”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head slowly, wrapping my arms around myself.

Last year I reminded him by text, and the only thing he did was send a huge, creepy, gaudy brown teddy bear. I bet he didn’t even pick it out himself.

“And you don’t have any obligation to call or send any reminders by text, Haz. Rebecca doesn’t even remember who he is, and she sure as hell isn’t missing anything with that asshole out of the picture.”

“Alright, I get it.” I pushed my hip off the counter we’d been leaning against and rearranged the canapés we were serving at my daughter’s birthday party for the hundredth time.

I’d planned something intimate, just Anne, Mom, Dad, and Hunter. But Rebecca insisted on inviting every single person she’d ever liked to come today. And she was way too friendly.

There was no way to undo her plan, since the little smart-ass had announced the day, time, and place.

In other words, she planned her own party.

Let the adults deal with everything else.

“Mommy, Mommy!” Becca came running in from the backyard, jumping up on me. “Only you can save me!”

I lifted the little one into my arms and ran for the living room, hearing my father’s laughter behind me. I nearly went deaf from the shriek my daughter let out, but I kept going until I passed the stairs and saw my brother walking into the house with Jake Miller right behind him.

The player looked shy at first, but as soon as he saw me, he broke into a huge grin. I frowned, confused by his reaction, but I understood everything when my daughter shouted again:

“Uncle Jake, you came!” Becca kicked her legs, trying to get down from my lap, but I held on tight. “Mom, put me down, please!” she begged, and I leaned down, even though I didn’t want to, to set her on her feet.

“Of course I came, you invited me.” Miller smiled, opening
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