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Emmett

Is this the beginning of the end?

It feels like the beginning of the end.

At what point do I know this is my fate? That this is my last first day here. My last first staff meeting. My last first “hello” to the coworkers I haven’t seen in months.

An offseason has never felt shorter.

Typically, I’m itching for baseball to return, counting down the days until winter is over, but not this year. This year, I’ve dreaded the idea of returning to my office at the field, knowing my every move is going to be analyzed.

Because this season, I have a brand-new boss—one that no longer sees me as the right fit to be the field manager for Chicago’s MLB team, even though I’ve held the position for seven years now.

This morning, the film room is buzzing with noise. Every person who works for the Windy City Warriors, outside of the players, is packed in the stadium-style seats. This is the room we use to go over game film to prepare for an upcoming opponent, or when a one-on-one session is needed to make corrections.

Today though, we’re sandwiched in here for our first meeting with the new team owner.

Reese Remington.

The thirty-five-year-old is the granddaughter of the previous owner, a guy who held the title almost as long as I’ve been alive, an owner who allowed me to run my team the way I saw fit.

His granddaughter, however, judging by our interactions last season when she was simply training to take over, will be anything but hands-off.

Kai nudges my elbow with his from his seat next to mine. “What time do you want to meet tomorrow to go over the potential pitching lineup?”

“Let’s say eleven thirty.”

“I might have Max with me. I hope that’s okay.”

I give my future son-in-law a deadpanned glare. “Of course that’s okay, Ace.”

“I don’t think you can keep calling me Ace. You’re going to have a new ace pitcher this season. We just need to figure out who that is.”

“You’re always going to be Ace. Good luck to the next guy.”

Kai, or Ace as we call him, was the Windy City Warriors’ ace pitcher ever since he joined the team a few years ago. That is, until he retired at the end of last season, leaving me without my go-to guy on the mound.

But as much as I’m going to miss being able to count on him every few starts, I’m even more proud of him for making the decision that was best for his family. Especially because that family now includes my daughter.

A couple of years ago, the two of them met when Miller spent the summer nannying for Kai’s son, and the rest is history. I couldn’t imagine a better man for my girl. And now seeing Miller so calm and at peace here in Chicago with him and Max, it’s hard to remember the wild child I raised who once never felt settled in one place.

As proud of Kai as I am for calling it quits when the timing felt right, he was missing the game before spring training even ended. So, though I may not have him on my roster anymore, I now have him on my coaching staff.

That’s a perk of being the field manager of a Major League Baseball team. I get to hire my own staff, and there’s no one more qualified to be my new pitching coach than Kai Rhodes.

The door to the packed and rowdy room opens and my body instantly tenses, expecting her, but when a short redhead with a bouncing ponytail and three coffees balanced in her hands ambles through the entry, I relax back into my chair.

“Did I miss anything?” Kennedy asks, taking the empty seat on my other side before passing Kai and me each one of the coffees.

“Not yet.” I hold my cup up. “Thank you for this.”

“Anytime, Monty.”

“Happy official first day, Dr. Rhodes.”

My words cause Kai to beam from the seat next to me, looking over at his sister-in-law.

A heat creeps up her cheeks. “Thank you.”

Kennedy is not only the new team doctor, but she’s also married to one of the players—Kai’s little brother, Isaiah.

The Rhodes brothers have become a part of my family since we all landed in Chicago. There are times I take on a more fatherly role for them when they need it. There’s not a huge age difference between us, just over a decade, so other times, I’m simply their friend.

Yes, they’ve both been my players and me their coach, but our bond is a whole lot tighter than that. It just so happens that Kai is marrying my daughter soon and Isaiah married the team doctor who I work with closely, so it’s one big cluster of non-blood-related family.

“We’ll see you guys for dinner tonight?” Kai asks.

She nods. “We’ll be there.”

“Same,” I confirm.

Even though the film room is loud, I can hear the squeak of the door perfectly clear, and the sound has tension rippling through every one of my muscles.

Reese is the last to arrive and as soon as one high heel is past the threshold, my attention is immediately on her.

Short blonde hair cuts sharply below her jaw. A charcoal-gray pencil skirt paints her curves. Navy-blue eyes that are impossible to read coolly assess the room.

And when they slice to me, they silently scream how much she doesn’t like me.

Well, I take it back. I guess she’s pretty easy to read when it comes to me.

The unimpressed stare lasts only a second before she pulls her attention away and continues to the podium at the front of the room.

I don’t know what it is about me that bothers her so much, that’s caused such a bad taste in her mouth, but I feel the same way toward her.

However, I have my reasons.

First of all, the woman spent the entirety of last season informing me that her first year as the official team owner is the same year I’m up for a new contract. Like she needed to verbally remind me that the fate of my career lies in the palm of her hand this season.

Secondly, she’s already been on my ass about schedules, budgets, and reallocating funds, as if I’m the reason certain departments of the organization are operating in the red, and not because her grandfather didn’t have the energy to keep up. Truthfully, there’s not an ounce of me that wants anything to do with the back end of how the club is run as long as my players are taken care of. I just want to coach baseball.

And lastly, her biggest fault of all . . . she looks like that.

My new boss is not only a pain in my ass, but she’s also stunning and the first woman my body has decided to pay attention to in God knows how long.

Eventually the rest of me will get the memo that we don’t like her. It just might not be until I’m packing up my desk at the end of the season because my new boss refuses to extend my coaching contract.

“You good?” Kai nudges my arm.

I clear my throat. “Yeah, of course.”

“Okay.” The word is laced with this annoyingly knowing tone that doesn’t go unnoticed when he leans over to Kennedy and the two of them share a look.

“I saw that,” I mutter.

Kennedy laughs. “We weren’t trying to hide it.”

Standing in the front of the room, Reese says something to the audience, but the crowd is so rowdy, everyone excited to see their coworkers after the offseason, that no one pays attention or tries to hear her.

I watch as her throat works its way through a swallow, like she’s pushing down the nerves, hands tightly fisted to the podium. And I get it. Not only is she the first female team owner that the MLB has ever seen, but she’s also the youngest.

But Reese is a boss. Not just my boss, but a gets-things-done, doesn’t-take-shit-from-anyone boss. I saw it last year while she was training for this new role. She’s the reason Kennedy is here and taking over the position she should’ve had years ago. Reese saw what her grandfather didn’t—that the previous team doctor was a sexist piece of shit—and handled it. She fired him and gave Kennedy his job, making her the first female team doctor in the league.

As much as I don’t love the idea of working for someone who doesn’t want me here, Reese will be a breath of fresh air for this organization. But first, she needs to get through this staff meeting.

She opens her mouth to speak again, but no words come out, nerves holding her back, the room too preoccupied with their own chatter to realize she’s here and asking for their attention. Her knuckles go white from her firm grip around the podium, her knees slightly shaking, which I can only see because I’m sitting in the front row.

The laughter and chat behind me is pissing me off for her.

Fuck. I internally berate myself for what I’m about to do. Blame it on my daughter. She’s the reason I’m so damn soft.

“Hey!” I stand up, turning to face the room from my seat, and all eyes immediately fall to me. “Let’s have a little respect, why don’t we?”

The room goes silent at my tone.

“Fuck’s sake,” I mutter under my breath.

Sure, I come off like a grumpy bastard most of the time, a little intimidating with my build and tattoos, but anyone who knows me knows I’m a nice guy until you piss me off. And this is pissing me off.

I retake my seat, feeling Reese’s attention on me, and it takes a moment for me to return the eye contact and look up at her.

She gives me a curt nod, her tone all professional when she says, “Thank you for that, Emmett.”

And then there’s that . . . Emmett.

She’s the only person in all of Chicago who uses my first name when everyone else calls me by my nickname. And I know she does it on purpose, like she’s refusing to allow any sort of comfortability between us. It’s as if she’s once again reminding me that she’s my boss, I’m her employee, and regardless of how much time we’re about to spend together this season, we aren’t friends and we’re never going to be.

It’ll make it that much easier for her to fire me at the end of the year.

Fucking great.

“For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Reese Remington.” With the room silent, she confidently begins her first staff meeting. “The new owner of the Windy City Warriors.”

 

“Emmett.”

I’m mid-conversation with a few of the guys from my coaching staff. The meeting is over, so most everyone is simply catching up before calling it a day.

“Can I speak with you?” Reese continues.

I take a sharp inhale through my nose, gathering myself as I turn around to face her. “You’re the boss.”

“Surprised you remember that.” Her eyes trail to the group of my video coaches. “In my office, please.”

Reese shifts on her high heels, heading straight for the door, expecting me to follow.

Which I, of course, do.

Hands in my pockets, I trail her out of the film room down the hall and up two flights of stairs, headed for her office.

I keep my head down, partly to avoid watching the way her sinfully thick hips sway from side to side with each step she takes, but mostly because I feel like a kid in trouble, being called to the principal’s office, and not like a long-tenured field manager with a winning track record and a World Series ring.

My jaw is tense for the entire walk to her office, but my chewing gum acts as a good distraction to anyone who might be watching this interaction. My players and staff have always known me as easygoing and confident.

But when it comes to Reese, I feel the complete opposite.

Who knows what she’s going to throw at me on day one of this new season. All I know is that it’s starting. Her mission to prove to herself that she doesn’t need to renew my coaching contract next year starts today.

Once we reach the top floor, she turns the corner to her office and I follow, but stop short at the empty receptionist desk that lives just outside her door.

“Where’s Denise?” When Reese doesn’t answer, my eyes find hers. “You fired Denise? Are you serious?”

I get that the woman is wanting to make this place her own, but firing her grandfather’s receptionist that worked here as long as Arthur did? What the hell?

Reese narrows her eyes at me. “Of course I didn’t fire Denise. I’ve known her since I was born, but she wanted to retire, regardless of how many times I begged her to stay. I just haven’t found her replacement yet. As much as you might not believe this, I’m not a monster, Emmett.”

Reese doesn’t give me a chance to respond, which is probably for the best, before she continues into her office and closes the door once I enter too.

The massive windows that look over the field are the first thing to draw my eye, the same way they have whenever I met with Arthur over the past seven years. The view from up here is probably one of the best in the city, and I can’t imagine a better spot to watch a baseball game from.

Well, other than my prime spot against the railing in the dugout.

Even though the view is the same and this office is technically the one that I’ve been in countless times, it looks unrecognizable from the one Arthur used to occupy.

Reese has updated her desk to one that’s sleek and modern, unlike the clunky one Arthur used to sit behind that was always covered in piles of papers and housed an outdated computer. Her chair is ivory and gold, unlike the cracked dark-brown leather one that used to reside there.

The piles of clutter that Arthur had accumulated over the past four decades are nowhere to be found, and Reese’s office is now bright and light and clean. Sleek, modern, and neutral.

Exactly how I’d describe her fashion sense if I ever let myself admit that I noticed.

“Take a seat,” she says, gesturing to one of the new chairs that sits opposite of hers.

For a split second, I let myself believe that maybe she’s calling for a truce between us. That she knows as well as I do that this year is going to be a nightmare if we can’t get along. But that idea is quickly dispelled when she says, “You need to fire one of the video coaches.”

“Excuse me?”

“You have three on staff, when we’ve only ever had two. We don’t have the salary space to pay three people.”

What the hell?

“Arthur gave me permission at the end of last season to add a third. I just hired someone. I can’t fire him.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

I look her dead in the eye. “Won’t.”

“He should have never allowed that. The budget is a mess because my grandfather stopped paying attention to it. We don’t have the funds to pay three people.”

“Then take it from my salary.”

Reese jolts back at my words, staying silent for a moment as she mulls over my quickly spoken statement. “No. It’s not only the salary. It’s the added expense of hotel rooms and food on the road. We don’t need a third.”

“Well, I’m not firing one of my guys. Two of them have been with me forever and the third I just upgraded from the triple-A team. His family just moved here, and his wife is expecting soon. He needs the salary raise.”

Reese shows absolutely no emotion, those dark blue eyes unflinching. “I’m only paying two, so it’s your choice who goes.”

So much for “I’m not a monster, Emmett.”

I can feel my grip tighten on the armrests of the chair, can feel my jaw tense so tightly I should probably be concerned for my teeth. “Not happening, Reese. Find money from somewhere else or take it from my salary. Your grandfather never would have asked me to fire someone who needed a job.”

Exasperated, she pulls her attention from me, refocusing instead on something on her computer. “You may have had my grandfather wrapped around your finger, but I’m not him. Things are going to be different this year, Emmett, so you should probably get used to that idea.”

Yeah, no shit things are going to be different.

And I hate that idea.

 

“Monty!” is the first thing I hear as I open the door to my daughter’s house. “You color with me?”

“Absolutely I will.” I lift my favorite three-year-old, slinging him on my hip and closing the front door behind me. “Missed you, Max.”

He melts into my shoulder, already in his pajamas for bed as I carry him to the kitchen to find his parents.

“Hi, Dad,” Miller says with a quick hug to my side.

I pop a kiss on the top of her head before she grabs the pasta dish she made for dinner and we slip into the dining room.

I knock fists with Kai and Isaiah when I find them at the table, setting Max on his feet. He pulls at my hand to take the chair where his coloring book and crayons are set up, climbing into my lap and picking a color for me, silently asking me to help him fill in the outlined image.

“Sorry, that was the new athletic trainer I hired.” Kennedy hangs up her phone before taking the last empty seat next to her husband. “Her flight was canceled so she won’t be here until tomorrow.” She sighs, looking at the food on the table. “Thanks for making us dinner. We still haven’t unpacked enough to find our dishes.”

Max looks up from my lap. “Ken,” he says, smiling up at his aunt.

“Hi, Bug.”

Kai makes a plate of pasta and salad for his fiancée. “We’ll come over tomorrow and get it finished.”

“I can make it mandatory,” I cut in. “Tell the team they need to get over to your place and help the new team doctor.”

“Or they could just come help their teammate because they love me,” Isaiah adds.

“Kennedy is in charge of their medical treatment,” Kai reminds him. “I think they’re going to be a bit more inclined to kiss her ass rather than yours.”

“Monty. More.” Max nudges my tattooed hand, the one with the crayon that’s not working fast enough for him.

I quickly fill one of the outlined trees on the page. “House is good?” I ask Kennedy and Isaiah.

“It’s perfect.” She smiles.

Isaiah looks to his older brother and a content understanding passes between them. “I’m glad we’re living closer.”

Miller passes the breadbasket across the table, her eyes latched on me for too long as she does.

“Yes?” I ask suspiciously.

“Nothing.”

“Since when do you have a filter, Miller? Spit it out.”

“I just think it’s nice that Kennedy and Isaiah are moving out of the downtown area and bought a house down the road from us.”

“It is nice,” I agree. “For them.”

She focuses on the plate in front of her. “Nice enough that maybe you’d want to do the same.”

I bark a laugh. “Nice try. I’m perfectly happy in my apartment in the city that’s walking distance to work. I practically live at the field during the season anyway.”

“I’m just saying, Dad, your whole family is out in the suburbs now.”

“And I’m glad you four are all happily paired-off suburban couples.”

“You could be happily paired off too, you know.”

The disbelieving laughter keeps coming. My daughter has never been one to shy away from exactly what’s on her mind. “Geez, Millie.”

Kai shakes his head. “Let the man eat his dinner in peace.”

“Oh, no, no, no.” She holds a finger up. “You don’t get to play Switzerland right now. You agreed with me when we talked about this last night.”

I raise a brow. “You two talked about me last night? Nothing more exciting going on in your lives?”

“We just want you to be happy, Dad.”

“And what makes you believe that I’m not happy? I’ve got my dream job and my daughter finally lives nearby. What more could I want?”

“A lady friend,” Isaiah cuts in, talking over a full mouth.

“A lady friend?” Kennedy asks, unimpressed by her husband’s choice of words.

“Yeah. A lady friend. A girlfriend. A wifey.” He winks at her. “Or just a fuck buddy.”

I palm both of Max’s ears to cover them.

“Gross.” Miller grimaces.

“Oh, come on, Miller. Look at the man. You think your dad looks like that and doesn’t have fuck buddies? Please.”

“Rhodes.” I shake my head at him. “Shut up.”

He smiles to himself before taking another forkful of pasta. “Sure thing, Coach.”

“I’m happy, and I’m too busy to worry about anything other than work and you four.” I uncover Max’s ears. “Five,” I correct.

“Just saying,” Miller mutters under her breath. “Maybe it’s your turn.”

Until Miller met Kai, she had never mentioned the idea of me dating before, but now she won’t let it go. Like she’s so happy, she wants the same for me.

And I get it, I do, but I’ve already had my turn.

Sure, it’s been twenty years since I was with Miller’s mom, and I only had her for a year before we lost her, but I’ve experienced it. And then I was suddenly a twenty-five-year-old dad to a kindergartener who just lost her mom and wasn’t biologically mine, and I was too busy to worry about anything else.

Now, I’m in my mid-forties and focused on my career. Happily, if I do say so myself, and too busy living at the field to meet someone.

With the stretched silence, Miller lets it go. “How was the meeting?” she asks us instead.

“Good,” Kai exhales. “It sounds like there’s going to be quite a few changes this year, but Reese was well-spoken. She’s smart.”

“Dad, it went okay?” Miller’s tone is full of apprehensiveness.

“It was fine.”

I don’t mention the little conversation Reese had at me—yes, at and definitely not with—in her office afterward to inform me she was cutting a video coach position. I couldn’t tell you if that’s a good business move or not, and I don’t necessarily care. All I know is the salary she wants me to cut belongs to a soon-to-be father who needs it.

A smile blooms on Kennedy’s mouth. “It was really amazing to listen to Reese’s vision for the team. I’m excited she’s taking over as owner.”

And even when the conversation shifts to subjects outside of work, the only thought that goes through my mind for the rest of dinner is . . . that makes one of us.
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Reese

It’s a perfect Sunday afternoon in San Diego. The sun is shining over the field, and the stadium is already filling up with fans, ready for the first game in this series.

So, because of the weather, and maybe a few other reasons too, I make my way out through the visiting tunnel instead of hiding out in an office the way I have the past handful of games.

The dugout is practically silent as I step into it, with every player on the team currently out on the field warming up or back in the training room getting pregame treatment. The only chatter is from our field manager, who is leaning up against the barrier that separates the dugout from the field, speaking quietly to Kai Rhodes’ son. Max is sitting on the railing and Emmett is hunched over behind him with a single arm wrapped around the little boy to keep him steady. His other is pointing out toward his players and explaining things in Max’s ear.

His grandson’s ear?

I don’t exactly know if he refers to himself as that, but his daughter is marrying Kai soon. And though she’s not Max’s biological mother, everything I know about their situation tells me she is his mom.

But the idea of Emmett being someone’s grandfather seems entirely unfathomable. He’s only in his mid-forties and not to mention, he looks like that. He’s at an age that he could be a father to a toddler himself, and the fact that his daughter is old enough to be Max’s mom means he must have become a dad when he was extremely young.

I wonder where her mom is. Was Emmett married before too?

“Mama!” Max points to Miller, who is crossing the field to them after visiting the bullpen.

Oh, I should go. A sense of urgency takes over, pushing me to leave. I already felt as if I were intruding on a moment with Emmett and Max, but with his daughter here too, it seems even more invasive.

But before I can turn down the tunnel and go back the way I came, Miller’s eyes move from her son up to me. And when she lifts her hand in a polite wave as she approaches the dugout, it catches Emmett’s attention.

“Reese,” Emmett says, standing straighter, arm still secured around Max and eyes wide like he just got caught doing something he shouldn’t. “Sorry. My family was just stopping by. They’re headed up to their seats now.”

He really does have it ingrained in him that I don’t care about the sentimental part of this whole thing. Maybe he forgot about our conversation at the game yesterday, or maybe he’s just waiting to see if my actions back up my words.

“That’s okay. They can stay for however long they’d like.”

His worried expression melts, giving me a look that’s equal parts impressed and appreciative.

I take a step forward. “I was just . . .” Stalking you. Being an absolute creep. Checking out how good you look in those baseball pants. “Coming to say hi before the game.”

His voice and smile go soft. “Well, hi.”

“Hi.”

“Hi!” Max yells, waving his hand in my direction.

“That’s right, Bug. You call them out just like your mama taught you.”

“Really, Millie?”

Miller just shrugs, entirely proud of herself for saying it like it is. Because she knows as well as I do that I’m not here because of a simple hello. I’m here because I’m starting to have a hard time staying away.

“Hi.” I smile at Max before shifting my attention up to his mom. “And hi. I’m Reese.”

Crossing the dugout to join them, I hold my hand out to shake hers. It’s formal and a bit stiff but also seems like the correct way to introduce myself to my employee’s daughter.

Because that’s who Emmett is to me.

“Miller.” She shakes my hand. “I can’t believe we haven’t been introduced before. You’re all I ever hear about anymore. Reese this and Reese that. Isn’t that right, Dad?”

He stares at her dumbfounded. “I truly don’t know where I went wrong with you.”

Miller just laughs and I watch as this loving smile blooms on Emmett’s lips from hearing the sound. You can tell they equally adore each other. It’s obvious by the way they feel safe enough to playfully talk a bit of shit.

“We really are headed up to our seats now, though.” Miller lifts Max into her arms. “We’ll see you after, Dad. And, Reese, it was nice to finally meet you.”

“It was. Enjoy the game.”

After Max and Miller say their goodbyes to Emmett, he turns my way. “Remember when I said she was going to say something inappropriate, and that you’d have to ignore it?”

I lean a hip on the railing next to him. “So, you talk about me, huh?”

“Talk is a loose term.” A grin hitches on one side of his lips. “I was more so complaining about you.”

I do my best to hold back my laughter. “I really am living rent-free in that head of yours to be complaining about me in your free time.”

“You have no idea. And are you trying to tell me that you don’t complain about me outside of work?”

I tilt my head in faux confusion. “Why would I ever think about you when I’m not at work?”

He huffs a laugh. “You’re terrible for a man’s ego, Reese.”

“Thank you. I was worried I might be losing my touch.”

Leaning closer, Emmett props his elbow on the railing, resting his cheek against his closed fist. And I find myself leaning into his space too.

“Where are you watching the game today?” he asks.

“I was thinking I’d take a seat in the stands for once. Watch it with the fans.”

“That sounds nice. Which section can I look for—”

“Monty!” a woman calls out from the field, interrupting his question. “Hey!”

It takes me a moment to register who she is before realizing it’s the reporter from that press conference who was hitting on Emmett in front of me . . . and everyone else.

“Oh. Hey . . .” He hesitates before saying her name as almost a question. “Kelly. You’re covering the game today?”

“I am. Do me a favor and save me a postgame interview? It’ll give me some brownie points with my boss to get a one-on-one with everyone’s favorite field manager.”

“I doubt I’m everyone’s favorite.”

She puts her hand on his upper arm, and I feel my eyes widen as I watch the contact. “Maybe not everyone’s. But you’re mine.”

I want to like her. I want to root for her. I want to see more women succeed in male-dominated fields the way she is, but good God. It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes.

Is everyone just completely obsessed with this guy?

“I’ll be covering the whole series actually,” she continues. “And I believe I’m staying at the same hotel as your team. What do you think about extending that interview over dinner?”

Well, damn. I admire the courage, but it doesn’t change the fact that I find myself hoping he turns her down.

And he does . . . kind of.

“As tempting as that sounds, my daughter is in town for this series, so we have dinner plans. But thank you for the invite.”

I can’t quite tell if he’s turning her down because he wants to, or if his plans with Miller truly are the reason he can’t get together with her later.

Apparently, Kelly can’t quite decipher Emmett’s motives either. “Totally understandable. Family comes first. But I’ll be at the hotel bar tonight if you feel like a nightcap afterward.”

“Sorry,” I cut in before I can think better of it. “But the game is about to start, and we need to finish prepping.”

Kelly’s expression gains an annoyed edge when she looks at me, but she’s all smiles again when turning to Emmett and saying, “Good luck out there.”

“Yep. Thanks.”

Emmett slowly turns back to face me, single brow raised and the most knowing grin on his lips.

“What?” I ask, entirely innocent.

“We need to finish prepping for the game?”

“Yes. You need to focus.”

“I need to focus?”

“I think we all just need to focus. And you know, getting friendly with a reporter wouldn’t look good for the club.”

Now he can’t hold back his laughter. “You make it sound as if I’m sleeping with her.”

It takes everything in me not to ask if he has.

“Which I’m not, by the way,” he supplies

“Didn’t ask.”

“But you wanted to.”

I open my mouth to tell him he’s wrong, but judging by that stupid smirk on his face, he’d know I was lying.

“And we’re not friendly,” he continues. “I hardly know her.”

“She called you Monty. You said it yourself. Your friends call you Monty.”

“You don’t.”

“Well, we aren’t friends, Emmett. I’m your boss.”

He leans in closer, looming over me and keeping his voice low for only me to hear. “It’s always good to remind yourself of that when a female reporter, who I barely know, starts making you jealous, huh? And just so we’re clear here, there’s no part of me that wants to be friends with you, Reese.”

Just a few weeks ago, that statement would’ve meant something entirely different. But I catch the insinuation in his tone.

It’s dangerous. Whatever game is going on here.

And I can’t seem to stop myself from playing.

I look up at him through my lashes. “I don’t want to be friends with you either.”

“Good.” His voice is a deep timbre that I can physically feel crawl under every inch of my skin. “Glad we’re on the same page.”
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Emmett

Sitting up, I grab the water bottle off the nightstand, unscrewing the cap and bringing it to my lips to chug. But I quickly find out that there are only about three drops of water left and they do absolutely nothing to quench my thirst.

Fuck this night.

The sushi we had for dinner has me parched as hell. I can’t seem to find the right temperature to regulate the room to a comfortable spot. And all of it conspires to keep me from finding a moment of sleep.

I sound like a goddamn diva but fuck it. Maybe I am.

The neon green numbers displayed on the bedside clock remind me that it’s just after two in the morning and I’m far too old to still be awake. And right now, the only thing I can focus on is the lack of water in my hotel room and how dehydrated I am, so I decide to start there.

I find a pair of gym shorts in my suitcase and throw on the shirt I was wearing earlier today to head down to the lobby. I shove my feet in a pair of shoes by the door, grab a room key, then try to fix the thermostat one last time. I press the down arrow, but the screen is displaying the lowest setting at sixty-five, though it has to be at least another ten degrees warmer than that. I toggle with the fan switch, but still nothing in the room changes.

The hall is silent when I step out of my room, the elevator is empty as I ride it to the main level, and the small market next to the lobby is fully stocked, thank God.

I grab the largest bottle of water out of the refrigerator, unscrew the top before I’ve paid for it, and chug it back.

It’s fucking glorious.

Cold and refreshing and makes me believe I may actually be able to get to sleep now. But that hope is quickly paused while my head is tipped back, mid-swallow, and I hear a familiar voice in the lobby next to me.

“Any room would do,” Reese says.

“I’m so sorry.” That must be the man working behind the front desk. “But we’re completely sold out for the night.”

Turning the corner, I find Reese at the front desk, pleading eyes locked on the hotel employee. Her nose is a bright pink. Her cheeks too. Even her lips seem to have shifted to a different color than they typically are as they tremble with each word out of her mouth.

I can’t quite tell if she was crying, if she’s sick, or if she’s just really cold.

But then her clothes answer that question for me.

Her blonde hair is tucked beneath the hood of a sweatshirt. But that sweatshirt has one of her work blazers over it. And not in a fashionable way. But more like a “I’m cold as hell and didn’t pack any warm layers because I’m in San Diego so why would I” kind of way. I can also tell she’s wearing at least two pairs of yoga pants right now with tall socks pulled up over them as high as they can go.

But the most shocking part may just be the slippers Reese has on her feet. I never thought I’d live to see the day when polished Reese Remington was caught out of her hotel room in a pair of slippers instead of her high heels.

It all contributes to the way I’m cautiously walking toward her as if I were approaching a feral animal who’s hurt and just needs a bit of help.

“Please,” she begs. “You must have a hotel partner close by who you could call and see if they have an extra room available? I just need to get a few hours of sleep.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. There’s a popular convention going on this weekend. All the hotels have been booked out for months.”

Her face is equal parts desperate and defeated.

“But I’ll send the mechanic up as soon as he gets here.”

“Okay, great.” There’s a flash of hopefulness in her tone. “And when is that?”

The employee looks down, probably checking the day’s schedule. “He’ll be in at nine.”

Reese exhales this whiney groan sort of sound before dropping her head onto her folded arms and resting on the check-in desk.

I take another cautious step closer. “Everything okay?”

She perks up but then rolls her eyes and drops her head back down when she spots me. “You’re too late. Your reporter girlfriend just left the bar with someone else, but you might be able to catch her if you hurry.”

I bite back my laughter. “Well, aren’t you just a ray of fucking sunshine at this time of the day.”

“Not tonight, Emmett. I haven’t slept and I’m too exhausted to spar with you.”

“Good. I may actually win one for once, but then again, probably not.” I lean an elbow on the desk next to her. “I haven’t slept either.”

She’s got this optimistic look of comradery when she lifts her head again. “Is your room also so cold that you can no longer feel your fingers?”

“I’m having the opposite problem. It’s a little too warm.”

“God, that sounds like heaven.”

“The thermostat seems to be broken.”

“Sorry about that, sir,” the front desk employee cuts in. “As I was telling Ms. Remington, our maintenance staff will be here at nine and can take a look for you. We seem to be having an issue regulating the temperature on your floor right now. Not sure what’s going on with the system.”

“And you have no other rooms she can get some sleep in until then?”

“I’m so sorry, but we don’t. We’re at full capacity.” He directs his attention to Reese. “But we’ll make sure that you’re not charged for your stay tonight and I can send some extra blankets up to your room.”

She offers him the best smile she can muster, which is a pretty sad and pathetic one if we’re being honest. “Sure. Thank you.”

“Or if you’d like, I can see if I can find you a room outside of the downtown area. You may have to take a rideshare about twenty minutes—”

“That’s not happening,” I cut in. “She can stay in my room.”

The words are out before I can think better of them.

“No.” She huffs a startled laugh before redirecting her attention to the hotel employee. “Yes, please. I’m fine jumping in a rideshare.”

“You’re not getting in a rideshare in the middle of the night to find a random hotel twenty minutes away, Reese. You’re staying in my room.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

“Don’t be ridiculous and I won’t have to. I’ll call Kai and Miller to see if I can crash in their room.”

“Absolutely not. They have a sleeping toddler with them. The last thing I need is for you to wake them up because your boss is too much of a princess to sleep in a slightly chilly room.”

I place the back of my hand against her pink cheek, and I’m stung with how sharp the cold is. She’s more than slightly chilly. She’s absolutely frozen right now.

“Jesus. How fucking cold is your room, Reese?”

I can tell she wants to lie to me, to tell me it’s just a few degrees below comfortable, but thankfully she’s too tired to attempt to bullshit me. Sure, she doesn’t give me any response, but that’s enough to let me know it’s unbearably cold in her room.

“You’re going to get sick if you go back in there. You’ll be lucky if you haven’t already. You’re sleeping in my room.”

“Emmett, I can’t do that.”

There’s enough conviction in her tone that it makes me pause. I don’t want her to do something that will make her uncomfortable, but I’m also not going to let her drive across town with a stranger to some random hotel, because that’s something that will make me uncomfortable.

I keep my voice low for only her to hear. “You can’t do that because you’re uncomfortable with it, or you can’t do it because you’re worried someone might find out?”

She doesn’t respond, but she looks up at me, making eye contact and silently telling me her answer.

“No one will find out, Reese. Everyone is in their room asleep, and you can have the bed. Besides, if I were you, more than anything, I’d be more concerned that someone might catch you in this outfit.”

She exhales a laugh, and I watch as her walls retreat just a hair.

I turn to the staff member. “Can you have a rollaway bed sent up for me, please?”

He offers me a sheepish smile. “They’re all being used tonight, unfortunately.”

“Of course they are.”

I look to Reese, letting her be the one to make the final call on this.

“We’ll figure it out,” she says, completely defeated. “Let’s just go. I’m exhausted.”

I hold up the two water bottles, one unopened and one nearly empty for the clerk to add them to my room charge.

“Those are on the house,” he says.

“Should be. Making me share a room with this one and all.”

Reese just shakes her head at me, but I see the smile playing on her lips as she turns toward the elevator. “I’m going to be real freaking pissed if you end up being a snorer.”
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Reese

I made a quick detour to my room, deciding I’d rather not sleep in my blazer tonight, swapping into a matching pajama set instead.

And no, the matching set has nothing to do with the fact that I’m going to be sleeping in Emmett’s bed tonight. I wear a pajama set every night, whether someone is going to see me in it or not.

The chill in my room hasn’t let up and the silk fabric on my sleepwear has only made it worse, so I grab the spare blanket off the bed and wrap it around me like a cape for the short walk down to Emmett’s room. But the blanket is also freezing just from being folded on the bed directly under the AC unit, so it does absolutely nothing to help the bone-chilling cold that I can’t seem to shake from my body.

“Cute slippers,” Emmett says from down the hallway, leaning a shoulder into his door to keep it slightly cracked.

“Get fucked.”

He bursts a laugh and it’s just about the only sound I don’t seem to hate at three in the morning.

I don’t do well without sleep. In fact, I’m kind of a terror without it. And yeah, maybe that makes me high maintenance, but I don’t see anything wrong with being high maintenance when I’m the one taking care of the maintaining.

I pay to get my nails done every two weeks. I pay to get my hair cut and colored every six. And yes, I require eight hours of sleep every night. If those things make me high maintenance, then fuck it. I love being high maintenance.

Emmett steps into his room as I approach, holding the door open for me to enter too.

Once I’m inside, the first thing I notice is the change in temperature from my own. It’s distinctively warmer, thank God.

Then I note the lack of light. His room is dim, with only the glow from a single lamp on the nightstand to illuminate a path toward the bed.

It gives off an . . . intimate vibe, but I really wish it wouldn’t.

His bed is unmade. His reading glasses are on the nightstand. His suitcase is propped up on a stand, unzipped and open, giving me a sneak peek of the clothes I might see him in this week.

But as his boss, I should never know what he packed in his suitcase. I should never see his unmade bed or know which side he prefers to sleep on.

I would catch so much heat from my grandfather, the advisory board, and the press if anyone found out that I slept in my employee’s hotel room.

In my employee’s bed.

“Do you want me to take the floor?” Emmett asks, startling me out of my daze.

Yes. “Yes” is the only correct answer.

“No,” is what comes out instead. “Don’t you think you’re a little old to be sleeping on the floor?”

“Damn right, I am.” He ambles right over to his side of the bed.

Okay. We’re doing this. We’re really doing this.

I’m not sure what other response I was hoping for. Maybe I was looking for more of a fight. Maybe I assumed he’d insist he sleep anywhere else but next to me. Maybe I was hoping one of us would have just a bit of willpower.

I stay stuck in the entryway, still shivering from my cold pajamas, my cold blanket and being back in my cold room for only a few minutes. But then I feel the first warm flush to my skin I’ve experienced all night.

Because standing next to the bed, Emmett reaches over his head and pulls off his shirt in a single, fluid motion.

And fuck me, he’s delicious to look at. Tall and wide with bulky shoulders and inked arms. His chest is splattered with dark hair. His body narrows at the waist, but he’s not so cut that you can see the complete outline of each and every one of his ab muscles. Instead, he’s thick and muscular, including those thighs that are practically eating the athletic shorts stretched around them.

I’ve already seen him with his shirt off, already have the image ingrained in my memory, so this is nothing new. But I’ve never seen Emmett take his shirt off just before I’m about to crawl into bed with him.

“You could . . . keep that on,” I croak out.

He lifts an unimpressed brow in my direction. “I’m good, but thanks for the offer.”

Emmett makes a move to tug at the waistband of his shorts as if it were instinct for him to remove them before bed. Which means he probably sleeps naked or, at the very least, in only his underwear.

Which, again, I shouldn’t know.

It takes him less than a second to realize his mistake, before adjusting his waistband back low on his hips to keep his shorts on. Then he climbs into bed, pushing the sheets and comforter off his heated body, and with his long legs spread out and one arm folded behind his head, he finds me still stuck near the entryway.

“C’mon, princess.” He pats the mattress next to him. “I want to get some sleep.”

I don’t tend to get nervous, but this is making me nervous. He’s making me nervous. He shouldn’t look so good when he’s so tired, and I shouldn’t be crawling into bed next to him.

Removing my slippers and keeping my blanket-cape on, I climb onto the mattress and very quickly realize that this is a queen bed and not a king by the way I can feel his body heat as soon as I lie down.

It’s lovely, but he’s already too close.

Once my head hits the pillow, Emmett turns off the light, coating the room in darkness.

I can’t see anything. I can’t hear anything either, other than the slight chatter of my own teeth. Every muscle in my body is firing, doing its best to warm itself up. Lying on my side, facing away from him, I pull my knees to my chest, trying to find as much warmth as possible.

“You’re still cold?” he asks quietly from behind me.

“Freezing.”

“Take that blanket off. It’s only making you colder.”

“I just need some time to warm up and I’ll be fine.”

There’s a moment of silence. A moment where I think he’s let it go, but then he whispers something highly inappropriate into the otherwise silent room.

“I can warm you up.”

Looking over my shoulder, my eyes shoot to his, and I’ve adjusted enough to the lack of light to find him lying on his side, facing me.

Emmett tentatively reaches out, tucking my hair behind my ear before brushing his knuckles across my cheek so I can feel exactly how warm he is.

I practically purr as I lean into his touch.

“Lose the blanket, Reese, and come here.”

“Emmett.”

“Don’t be weird about it. Just come here. I’m not going to get any sleep if you’re over there squirming all night, trying to warm yourself up.”

I can’t. I shouldn’t.

There’s too much on the line.

This baseball club.

His career.

My career.

My reputation.

The fact that I’m the first ever female team owner and now I’m lying in a bed with my field manager.

But he is right about this blanket being too cold, so I decide to shed it to the floor by the mattress, and instead of moving closer to him, I reach down to the end of the bed where his sheet and comforter are shoved and pull them over me, all the way up to my chin.

He doesn’t say anything about it and neither do I.

This will do just fine . . . eventually.

Minutes pass and I do my best to warm myself up. In fact, I’m practically praying that my body will stop involuntarily shivering. That my teeth will stop chattering. That I’ll stop squirming on the mattress next to him.

When I can’t seem to do it myself, Emmett slips his arm under the sheet, draping it over my waist and sliding his hand between me and the mattress. Then he easily scoops me up, pulling me back to meet his chest.

And that swift and effortless movement just causes a whole lot of other inappropriate ideas to play in my imagination. Because just as I suspected, this man has no problem tossing me around when I’ve never had the privilege to be tossed around before.

The legs of my pants and the back of my top have ridden up, putting that small part of us skin to skin. The warmth of his body on mine is almost painful thanks to the quick and sharp shift from cold to hot. But that sting subsides when Emmett removes his arm and scoots back just an inch so that we’re no longer touching, but still close enough that I can steal his warmth.

Slowly, my muscles begin to uncoil themselves. My skin begins to calm.

“This okay?” he asks quietly, but his lips are so close to my ear that the rumble of his voice sends a shiver down my spine.

Which is not too helpful on the whole “getting warm” thing.

I swallow. “Probably not.”

“Why not? We’re basically . . . hugging. Hugging is totally fine.”

“Yeah, we’re just hugging. In your bed. With my ass against your crotch.”

“Semantics.”

“Just . . . keep your dick away from me.”

I can hear the smile in his reply when he says, “Don’t tell me what to do.”

Emmett’s arm is awkwardly resting above the pillow where my head is before he adjusts it lower. And as if on instinct, I lift my cheek for him to put it under my head before resting it back on the inside of his bicep.

He sucks a sharp inhale at the contact.

“I know I’m cold but suck it up. You asked for this.”

His silent laugh rumbles the bed. “I’m burning up, so trust me. You feel good.”

You feel good.

All I can think about is how those words would sound coming from his lips in an entirely different setting. Does Emmett Montgomery praise women when he’s in bed, or does the grumbly bossy thing seep into that part of his life too?

Why am I hoping it’s a combination of both?

And what the actual fuck is wrong with me?

I haven’t been interested in anyone in years. In fact, I’ve practically sworn off men since my divorce, and suddenly the one man to snag my attention is one that’s currently on my payroll.

Real professional, Reese.

“Did you have a nice time with Miller?” I ask, because that’s a normal train of thought. Who goes from wondering how someone likes to fuck to asking whether that same someone enjoyed his time with his daughter?

I won’t be holding my breath for one of those World’s Greatest Boss mugs anytime soon.

“Yeah, it was nice,” he says softly. “I’m always stoked when I get the chance to see her while we’re on the road.”

“You two are close.”

Emmett hums this sleepy sound. “Of course we are. We practically grew up together.”

“Yeah, there’s not a big age gap, huh? You must have been young when you became a dad.”

He hesitates for a moment. “I was maybe nineteen or twenty when she was born.”

“And where’s her mom?”

Though we’re not touching other than my cheek on his arm, I sense his entire body go rigid behind me.

What the hell is wrong with me?

“What?” he asks, but it’s not confusion in his tone. It’s shock.

Shock that I felt as if I had any right to know the answer to that question, I’m sure. I guess I just assumed that since I drunkenly told him all about my divorce, he’d want to soberly tell me about his.

“I’m sorry,” I quickly blurt out. “That was inappropriate of me to ask.”

“We’re sharing a bed, Reese. I don’t know that either one of us is the best judge of what’s appropriate and what’s not these days.”

His honesty acts as a reality check for me. Because if he’s saying it like it is, I can no longer lie to myself by going with his original “we’re just hugging” theory.

I go to move away, to create some distance between us, when Emmett grabs my hip to stop me. He flexes his fingertips, curling them into the softness of my belly and keeping me exactly where I am.

“Stay.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

His head drops to mine, his beard tickling the skin at the back of my neck when he breathes a laugh.

“Emmett, we shouldn’t be doing this.”

“Stay anyway.”

I don’t have a retort for him, but I also don’t have the willpower to move away.

Instead, Emmett scoots closer, curling his body around my own. His knee grazes the back of mine. His foot brushing against my ankle. And his hand . . . his hand is still firmly planted on my hip, calloused and warm and real fucking distracting.

Silence lingers for a long while and it acts as a test to see if one of us will move away, to see if one of us stops this and reestablishes some professional boundaries.

Neither of us does.

“Do you really not know about Miller’s mom?” he finally asks.

I shake my head against his bicep, and I feel it flex under my cheek, which would account for the way his fingers are curling into a fist before eventually relaxing.

“Miller’s mom died.”

Oh, shit.

“And I have a feeling that if you didn’t already know that, then you probably don’t know that Miller isn’t biologically mine.”

What?

There’s so much important information coming at me at once, and I can’t seem to organize it quickly enough to give him a thoughtful response.

“Miller’s mom’s name was Claire,” he continues. “Claire and I started dating shortly after I was called up to the majors. Miller was four years old when I first met her, and just after she turned five, her mom died from cancer.”

Any words that might possibly convey how sorry I am stick in my throat. “I . . . I don’t know what to say.”

“That’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

“You adopted Miller,” I realize.

“I did.”

“Did her mom ask you to do that?”

Emmett exhales behind me. “She did. She was a single mom without any extended family, and she knew that when she passed, Miller wouldn’t have anyone.”

“But she had you.”

“Yeah, she did. And she ended up becoming my entire world. I quit playing that year and settled down in a small town in Colorado to raise her. She was so young at the time and had just lost the only parent she’d ever known, so she needed some stability, you know? I couldn’t travel the way I was.”

I could not be more thankful I’m turned away from him right now as I screw my eyes shut and let my heart ache for this man who I’ve always believed cares just a little too much.

But thank God he does.

“Were you scared?”

“Terrified.” He breathes out a laugh. “I was suddenly raising this kid, but I was still a kid myself. I was twenty-four or twenty-five at the time and just winging the whole fatherhood thing because I had no idea what the hell I was doing. So that’s what I mean when I say Miller and I grew up together. We both were just trying to figure it out.”

It’s no wonder Emmett is all about family. He fought hard for his.

“And Miller,” I begin. “Is she okay? I can’t imagine losing my only parent.”

“She is now. She was so young when Claire passed that she doesn’t remember a whole lot about her, but she carried a lot of guilt for a lot of years. Mostly about me quitting baseball when I did. And that I stayed to coach at our local college instead of taking one of the MLB coaching positions I was offered over the years because I didn’t want to uproot her. But I think meeting Max gave her a whole new perspective on how I felt when I met her.”

“Oh my God,” I exhale in realization.

Miller is Max’s parent in the same way Emmett is hers.

Emmett smiles and I feel the curve of it against the back of my neck. “Kind of a fun little parallel.”

“So, you really are a grandpa. Maybe not biologically, but still.”

He laughs, his entire body rumbling against mine. “You really know how to humble a man, Reese. And yes, I guess technically I am. There’s no blood relation between me, Miller, and Max, but yeah. They’re my family. So whatever title that puts on me, I’m good with it.”

The smile on my lips feels good. The sound of his laughter feels warm. It’s nice to be able to bounce from serious to unserious with him without either of us missing a beat.

“Well, just so you know, you don’t look like a grandfather.”

“Hmm,” he hums, pulling me closer. “No?”

“Not even a little bit.”

“What about the bit of gray I got in my beard?”

“It works for you.”

“Does it now?”

“Unfortunately.”

His head dips lower, falling into the crook of my shoulder as he gets comfortable, and I can sense he’s getting close to finding sleep.

But I’m not ready yet.

“Emmett,” I whisper.

“Mm-hmm.”

“Is that why you’re so close with the guys on the team?”

He inhales a breath as he thinks it over. “Yeah, I suppose so. Sometimes you’re just needed. Whether that’s as a coach, a mentor, or a friend. And I like being able to be whatever is needed for them. I like taking care of people too, I guess. Or maybe it’s just that I really love my job.”

A smile pulls at my lips. “I remember when my grandfather got you to come on board. I wasn’t involved with the team yet, but I knew he’d been trying for years to get you to join the coaching staff.”

Emmett hums this sleepy sound, and it’s confirmation that this conversation is going to be over sooner than I’d like. “I didn’t let myself take a job in the majors until Miller was old enough and off doing her own thing. It was the right decision to stop playing when I did, but I won’t lie and say it hasn’t been my dream to come back. Coaching feels like my second chance in a way.”

Well . . . shit.

He’s making it awfully hard to keep my emotions out of the business side of things. Yeah, Emmett Montgomery is going to be expensive next season, but I’m starting to believe he might also be worth the investment.

His breathing grows slow and steady against my back, but I’m desperate to know more. I may never get this chance again, just him and me in a quiet room being honest and vulnerable.

Knowing I’ll most likely only be able to get one more answer out of him, I pick the question I’m most eager to know.

“Did you ever meet someone else after you lost Claire?”

He’s quiet for a long moment and it’s then I realize I’ve lost him to sleep.

Probably for the best, I suppose. I doubt there’s an answer to that question I’d love to hear.

With the room silent and his body behind mine, keeping me warm, I close my eyes and look for sleep too. I’ve just about found it when Emmett finally speaks up and gives me his answer.

“No,” he says, and it’s hardly a whisper. “I didn’t have it in me to move on.”
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