
Duke Bonus Epilogue 
 
 
Duke 
 
Seven years later… 
 
I feel like I’m walking down a plank. Okay, maybe that’s a bit dramatic, even for me. But as we 
move down the hallway toward Max’s new dorm room, my feet feel as if they are stuck to the 
floor—because I’m not ready for her to leave us. 

We spent the last hour emptying the contents of my SUV onto Max’s side of the room. I 
took my sweet ass time just to get a few more minutes with Max and my girls. Madelyn is six 
now and the spitting image of her mom. Our youngest, Melissa, who we call Mellie, turned five 
last month. I originally wanted a team of kids, but after three, we decided to stop. Max isn’t mine 
biologically, but she is my daughter in every other way.  

“Oh, my God, stop it,” Brianna says, laughing. “No, he’s not…” 
“Shh,” Max says, peeking over her shoulder at me. She flashes me a mischievous grin and 

then whispers something to Brianna. 
Brianna Murphy is the daughter of Shane Murphy, one of Dean’s teammates. I have 

known Shane for years. He’s a damn good player, and like me, he has dealt with his fair share of 
family drama. 

“He’s into you,” Max whispers. 
“No way,” Brianna says. “He likes you.” 

 My heart slams into my chest. 
 She will date at some point, I remind myself. You knew she couldn’t stay ten years old 
forever. 

Noticing my change in mood, Lila digs her nails into my back, and I force a smile. 
“I’m fine,” I grunt out. 
She chuckles. “No, you’re not.”  
Girls, I love them to death, but they drive me crazy. I constantly worry about them 

growing up, going off to college, and dare I say it, meeting boys. I try not to think about Max 
dating. The thought of some asshole breaking her heart turns me into pre-Lila Duke. 

After I resolved my issues with Dean, I made more of an effort to see Kat in Philly. I even 
set aside my on-ice differences with some of his teammates and befriended a few of them. The 
old Duke would never have done that. I would have lived the rest of my life hating the world and 
taking it out on everyone. 

Lila changed all of that. 
Because of our therapy sessions, Max now has girlfriends here in Philly. She met Shane’s 

daughter at a Flyers game we attended a few years ago, and they hit it off immediately. The girls 
played hockey together when we visited Philly on weekends, and over the years, they have 
become long-distance best friends, thanks to technology and Max’s love of FaceTime. 
 Now, Max and Brianna will be on the same hockey team. 



 This is the first time in eight years Max will be away from us for more than a few days. I’m 
not okay with it. There’s no point in denying that I love having Max around the house. She’s 
partly responsible for why I opened up to Lila all those years ago. Max helped thaw the ice 
around my very cold heart. Because of my girls, I’m a different man, a different hockey player, 
and now, the kind of father I always wanted to be. 
 Lila presses her palm to my back and gives me a push. I glance down at her, and she’s 
already smiling up at me. 
 “Duke,” she says under her breath. “She’ll be fine, okay? This is Max we’re talking about. 
She’s already studied every inch of the campus map, knows where to find every security call box, 
and she even knows how to fight, thanks to you.” 
 “Our girls need to know how to defend themselves. This city isn’t safe.” 
 She shakes her head, laughing. “Our house is the only place you consider safe enough for 
our daughters.” 

I wanted Max to stay in DC with us. Lila wanted her to attend her alma mater, 
Georgetown University. I pretty much begged her to stay with us, which wasn’t one of my finest 
moments. Max is my daughter. I didn’t give her life, but I am still equally responsible for how she 
turned out. I taught her how to play hockey. She taught me how to use a Macbook Pro, which 
went way over my head the first few times. 
 I slide my arm behind Lila’s back, pulling her closer. “You should be the one freaking out. 
Max is your first child.” 
 “I am.” She rubs her lips together, watching the girls in front of us. “I just hide my 
emotions better than you do.” 
 I snicker at her comment. “Give me some credit, baby.” 

“At least she’ll be in good hands,” Lila points out. 
I nod in answer. 
Knowing Max will be at Strickland University with familiar faces makes me feel less like a 

ball of nerves. And it doesn’t help that Lila keeps digging her nails into my back every time I stop 
walking. She knows me so well. Even after all these years, she can read me like a book. I can’t 
hide a damn thing from her. 
 When we stop in front of Max’s room, my throat practically closes up. I can’t act like one 
of those crazy parents who lingers. Nope, I will act like an adult and worry like a lunatic, bottling 
it up inside. That’s my specialty. Well, it was before Lila forced me to open up to her. I still have 
the same old tendencies, but Lila still makes me tell her how I feel. She’s the only person I trust 
with my secrets… and with what’s in my head and my heart. 
 “Daddy,” Maddie says, rushing toward me. “Can I get ice cream with Uncle Dean?” 
 “I want ice cream,” Mellie chimes.  
 I look over at Dean, who’s sitting on Max’s bed with his sons, Noah and Oliver. Somehow, 
Kat ended up with all boys, and I had all girls. The doctor said our chances of having another girl 
were high. We considered trying to have another baby, but with Lila’s practice thriving and my 
busy hockey schedule, we had to adjust our original plans. 
 Dean gives me a closed-mouth smile. I know he’s offering to take the kids to the cafeteria 
so that we can spend some time alone with Max, and I appreciate his help. 
 “Sure,” I say to the girls, sinking in front of them. “As long as you bring me back some.” 
 “I want chocolate,” Max says. 



 “Uncle Dean used to surprise me with ice cream when we went to school here,” Kat tells 
Max. “Get the chocolate and vanilla swirl in a waffle cone. You’ll thank me later.” 
 Dean and Kat exchange a look that communicates something I don’t understand. 
Something I don’t need to know about. It took me a long time to accept Kat and Dean’s 
relationship and even longer to like him. He’s a good guy and treats my sister like a queen. I 
stopped hating him once I realized he wasn’t the bad guy. He wanted to do the right thing with 
Kat from the start. 
 “Let’s go,” Dean says to the kids as he slides off the bed.  
 Maddie grabs Mellie’s hand, possessive as usual. When Mellie was born, Maddie claimed 
her as if she were her child. The girls are only two years apart and actually get along. They 
remind me of Austin and me when we were kids. We always looked out for each other, and that 
much has never changed. 
 “Hey, Coach,” Brianna says with a smile. 

“Coach Kit-Kat,” Max says with laughter in her tone and winks at my sister. 
 It didn’t take much pleading for me to convince Kat to coach the Strickland Senators. She 
played for them when she was in college and still kept in contact with the alumni. 
 “Mad Max,” Kat says in a joking tone, pulling Max into a hug. “Don’t call me that in front 
of the team. I’ll lose my street cred.” Kat laughs, and then, she looks up at me with a wide grin on 
her face. “This is your fault, Denny.” 
 I hold up my hands in mock surrender. “What did I do now?” 
 “Coach Kit-Kat,” she groans. “Where do you think Max got that from?” 
 I roll my shoulders. “I plead the fifth.” 

 Lila hugs Max from behind, resting her chin on her shoulder. Max is several inches 
taller than Lila, and I swear she gets taller every month. 
 “Take care of yourself,” Lila says to Max. “Don’t take drinks from strangers. Don’t trust 
anyone you don’t know.” 
 “Don’t trust anyone you do know,” I add. 

“Denny,” Kat protests. “Would you leave the poor girl alone?” 
 Lila snorts. “I think Duke meant to say use your best judgment.” 
 “Mom,” Max groans. “Don’t doctor me. I hate when you do that.” 
 “But it’s okay when Duke tells you not to talk to boys.” 
 Max turns to look at Lila, and then her eyes find mine. “It’s different with Duke.” 
 I hold out my arms. “Get in here, kiddo.” 
 Kat taps Brianna on the shoulder. “C’mon, I’ll buy you an ice cream.” 
 My sister and Briana close the door behind them, leaving us to have some family time.  
 Max hugs my middle, resting her head on my chest, and I crush her in a hug. I don’t want 
to let her go, not after years of doing everything in my power to keep her safe. I can’t do that 
with Max in Philly. She’s too far away for me to take a quick drive to check on her. 

Well, I guess I could drive a few hours… 
But I promised Lila that I would control my impulses. 
I have to let Max grow up and make her own mistakes. 

 Lila hugs Max from behind, and we stay like this for a while. 
 “I’m gonna miss you,” I say to Max. 
 Max smiles. “Don’t worry. I left you instructions on how to use the VR glasses.” 



 I shove a hand through Max’s hair and laugh. “That’s not the only reason I’ll miss you.” 
 She presses her lips together. “It will be Thanksgiving break before you know it.” 
 I hug her one last time. “I know, kiddo. Do what your mom says and take care of yourself. 
Be smart. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 Lila chuckles. “Don’t do anything Duke would do.” 
 “So, I guess I shouldn’t check my opponent’s face with my elbow,” Max jokes. She waves 
her hand when she sees Lila’s eyes widen. “Mom, I’m kidding. Chill out.” 
 I pat Max on the back. “Can we walk you to the cafeteria?” 

Max presses her lips together.  
I hold my hand over my heart. “I promise I won’t do anything embarrassing.” 
Max glances at her mom, who nods in agreement. 
As we walk to the cafeteria, with Max between us, I look over at Lila. She must sense I’m 

staring, and her head snaps in my direction, a smile in place. My expression mirrors hers, quickly 
replacing the nerves bubbling inside my chest. 

I don’t know how she has this effect on me. No matter how many years pass, Lila still has 
the power to take away my pain, make me forget about all of my worries. 

 
  
 
 
  


