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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          CHLOE

        

      

    

    
      “I know, Dad,” I grumbled as he paced the living room floor, hands fumbling in the air as he ranted. “I’m not allowed to have any contact with the players. We’ve been over this.”

      My father stopped his marching and turned to face me, stalking toward me with his eyes narrowed into slits, looking as black as night against his beet-red face. As I took a step back for every one he took forward, my breathing started to pick up. I knew this expression all too well.

      When my back hit the wall, I cowered as he squared his shoulders and loomed over me, bracing myself for the inevitable. And sure enough, his hand flew across my face, slapping me so hard it made my head bounce off the wall.

      “You’ll do well to remember your place, child,” he growled. “You’re under my roof! And I will not allow you to defile yourself with these unclean men!”

      “Yes, sir,” I squeaked, biting my lip to trap the sob that was bubbling up from escaping.

      “You are not to come anywhere near the training camp or the stadium unless I order it for a press appearance,” he hissed. “And if you decide to be deceitful and disobey my directives, I will find out! I will always find out what you do!”

      With that, he shoved away from the wall and stalked out the door, leaving me gasping for breath as I slid down the wall.

      Why had that job offer in Kansas City fallen through? I could have stayed away from all of this permanently.

      When I moved out of Wichita to attend the University of Kansas in Lawrence, I’d thought I was finally free. Free from my tyrannical father, his zealous beliefs that were on par with the “quiver full” movement, and his watchful eye. But instead, I’d been forced to come back here with my tail between my legs after four years and pound the pavement every day looking for work.

      Worse than that, my father had been warned by the League at the end of last season that he needed to straighten his act out or he was going to be fired. So, when I’d moved back home, one of his stipulations for letting me stay here was that he expected me to make press appearances and let him show me off like another one of his trophies as proof that he was a dedicated family man when the reality was, he was anything but.

      Thank God he didn’t know what had happened while I was at college. The friends I’d made. A wonderfully diverse group of people from all walks of life who treated me better than anyone in our fire and brimstone church ever had. I was still friends with most of them on Facebook, but we’d lost touch after I’d moved back home.

      And thank God he didn’t know about Landon. The love of my life. The one man I knew I’d spend the rest of my life measuring everyone else up to. The man who knew everything about me and loved me anyway. Who had taken things at my pace and been patient and loving every step of the way. Whose arms I’d always felt completely safe in, like nothing could possibly get to me there.

      The man whose heart I’d broken when I’d been too scared to take a leap of faith and move to Florida after he’d been drafted by the Orlando Dragons.

      My phone rang, bringing me out of the bittersweet memories of my past, and as I pulled it out of my pocket, I noticed my father’s playbook sitting on the table next to the door. The head coach for the Wichita Plainsmen had been so focused on berating his daughter that he’d actually forgotten that he was supposed to be doing a job. I shook my head at the irony before sliding the button to answer my phone.

      “Your insolence caused me to leave my playbook at the house,” he snapped before I even had a chance to say hello. “What do you have to say for yourself, young lady?”

      My face heated, half in frustration and half in anger, as I forced myself to come up with the answer he wanted.

      “I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

      “Damn right, it won’t,” he bit out. “You will bring it straight to my office and then leave the premises. Do we understand each other?”

      “Yes, sir,” I mumbled. “I’m leaving in five minutes.”
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      My phone rang again just as I was parking my car at the University of Wichita, where the Plainsmen held their training camp every year. I groaned as I dug through my purse looking for it, expecting it to be my father. But when I saw it was a call from my fraternal twin sister, Kimberly, I perked up a little.

      “Hey, Kim,” I sighed.

      “You sound almost as exhausted as I am,” my sister chuckled weakly. “What’s going on?”

      “Not exhausted. Fed up. I’m at the college. Dad was busy ranting at me this morning and forgot his playbook at home,” I grumbled. “First day of training camp, and he was more concerned about making sure I knew not to share breathing space with any of the guys on the team than he was about doing his job and coaching them.”

      She snorted. “Sounds about right. Um, I hate to ask this, but after you drop it off, do you think you can come over for a little while? Phil’s still out of town on business, Faith’s in rare form, and I’m the size of a hippo and have zero energy.”

      I really wished I could kick Kimberly’s deadbeat husband’s ass. He treated my sister and their daughter like absolute garbage, and he never lifted a finger to help her, even though she was seven months pregnant with their second child. But because my father had basically backed her into a corner and forced her to marry him for some reason I’d never been able to figure out, she was stuck in a loveless marriage with no one to turn to and nowhere to go.

      “Yeah, of course,” I told her. “I’ll be there in like forty-five minutes. I just have to run in and give him the book, and then I’m on my way.”

      “Thanks, sis,” she murmured. “I know it’s not your problem, but⁠—”

      “Stop that. We’re family, Kim. That’s what I’m here for. I’ll see you soon.”

      I hung up with her and blew out a long breath before grabbing the stupid book and getting out of the car. Walking toward the players’ entrance, I was so focused on trying to find my way through the unfamiliar place that I ended up crashing into a hard wall of muscle.

      “Crap,” I muttered. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking⁠—”

      A strong pair of hands gripped my shoulders to steady me.

      “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. It was my fault,” came a voice I hadn’t heard in two years.

      The voice that belonged to a man I’d thought was in Florida.

      It seemed like the world had stopped spinning and time was standing still as I raised my head and looked
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