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        “In playing ball, and in life, a person occasionally gets the opportunity to do something great. When that time comes, only two things matter: being prepared to seize the moment and having the courage to take your best swing.”

        – HANK AARON

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “To succeed in baseball, as in life, you must make adjustments.”

        – KEN GRIFFEY JR.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Love is the most important thing in the world, but baseball is pretty good, too.”

        – YOGI BERRA
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        Three Years Ago

      

      

      Man, he was good.

      It was impossible not to notice him, and not just because shortstop was a very visible position. He was fast on his feet, had a good, strong throw and a decent bat, and he clearly loved to play.

      She knew who he was—he was a good friend of her cousin’s—but as she’d never met him, she preferred to think of him by his position.

      She could only vaguely make out his face from her spot in the stands, but she imagined he was handsome. She never got close enough to find out. She only came to the games to watch her cousin; she wasn’t interested in meeting any of his teammates.

      Or so she told herself.

      It had nothing to do with the possibly handsome guy at shortstop, and everything to do with familial support and her own love of the game.

      Even as she reminded herself of this, the batter for the opposing team cracked a liner right up the middle, in short’s direction. Her heart leapt into her throat, anticipation and pride mixing as Shortstop pivoted, feet a blur as his arm darted out, snagging the ball in his glove even as he reached into it. In a flash, the ball was in his hand, and he whipped it to first in time to throw out the runner who’d made it halfway to second before halting and backtracking.

      Double play! And that made three outs.

      “Yeah!”

      The cheer ripped out of her, pure adrenaline, and she found herself on her feet along with some other members of the crowd, her hands clasping together of their own volition.

      Then in a rush, the adrenaline left her when both her cousin and Shortstop turned their heads in her direction as they made their way back to the dugout.

      Embarrassed, she plopped her butt back on the bleachers and hoped she blended in enough that he hadn’t noticed her.
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      He noticed her. He always noticed her.

      She’d come to a lot of their games over the past year, sitting up high in the corner of the stands where she would have a good view of the field, but where she could blend in to the background.

      He knew who she was, of course. Her cousin Ryder, their pitcher, talked about her all the time, and had pointed her out. He knew she was a good catcher, and played softball at a private university.

      He also surmised, from observation, that she did her best not to draw attention to herself. This wasn’t terribly surprising, as Ry’s own testimony was she was rather reserved and quiet.

      But he noticed her anyway.

      And he couldn’t shake the mild annoyance that she always left at the very end of the game, after the last out, but before they’d packed up their gear—which meant Ryder couldn’t call her down and introduce her to the team.

      It was actually pretty sneaky, and he both admired and resented it.

      He couldn’t put his finger on why he wanted to meet her so badly. Maybe it was simply because Ryder talked about her so much. And though he could imagine her features—he knew she was gorgeous because he’d seen Ryder’s pictures—it would be nice to put an in-person face to the woman he’d heard so much about, who was even now only a dark-haired figure in the stands.

      And who appeared to be looking in his direction. Maybe it was ridiculous, but his skin pricked a little under her scrutiny, as it always did whenever he noticed her looking his way. He knew she didn’t necessarily disapprove; she’d just been applauding the play he made, after all. And maybe she wasn’t staring at him at all, but somehow he just knew she was—and it both amused and irked him she stared at him, but made no effort to interact with him.

      To tease her, he looked right at her, kept his eyes on her as he tipped his ball cap in salutation. Even from a distance he could see her straighten. He smirked, wishing he could see her expression.

      Then he took a few long gulps from his water bottle, turning to sit on the bench as the batting commenced. When he glanced back a few minutes later, she was gone.

      It wasn’t the last time he’d see her; she came back for other games, and was there for the last game of their college career, cheering and smiling as they brought home a championship. He hadn’t acknowledged her presence after that one time, but this time he did.

      She was still gone by the time they’d packed up, but his mood was secure in their win, and the memory that this time, when he’d tipped his hat in her direction, she’d nodded back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      For several long years, the sprawling three-story Victorian mansion, in all its intricately carved, pastel-painted splendor, had sat vacant, with nothing but humble spiders, dust mites, and perhaps the occasional squatter as guests.

      But now, Levi Bennet thought as he and his brother climbed its dirt and grime-blanketed porch steps, they’d get to bring the Netherfield Inn back to life.

      Jackson rang the bell, and Levi took a moment to glance around the empty wrap-around porch. Already he could tell it desperately needed some sanding, and either some painting or a nice stain, but otherwise it appeared to be in good shape. And he could envision what it would be like for guests to sit outside with a cup of coffee in the morning.

      He imagined that was just the sort of thing the new owner had in mind. She’d sounded very enthusiastic about her plans for the neglected B&B, and she’d clicked with Bennet Family Contractors right off the bat. In truth, they’d been itching for the opportunity to revamp the old inn, had even been on the verge of buying it when they’d gotten the news it sold.

      Thankfully, Bree Carpenter had hired them for the renovation, and by some miracle, her vision aligned with their own plans. Their father had met with her at their office, and they’d talked to her on the phone a few times, but now they’d be meeting her in person, and walk through the space with her.

      When the wide, wooden door opened, a tall, willowy woman with reddish-blonde hair scooped back into a messy bun greeted them with a beaming smile. She was dressed casually in shorts and a t-shirt, and her pale green eyes widened a little when she spotted Jackson, whose stylishly cut dark blonde hair, tall, muscular build, and hazel eyes made him a striking figure.

      “Hello! I’m Bree.” Her voice was bright and musical, and she held out her hand with genuine pleasure. They each shook it in turn as she continued, “You must be Jackson and Levi Bennet?”

      Jackson nodded, a little in awe of the woman in front of them. “I’m Jackson, this is my brother, Levi.”

      “Family business, I’m all for that,” Bree said as she gestured them inside. “You ready to get started?”

      “Are we ever,” Levi told her.

      They spent the next half hour going room by room, discussing ideas and jotting down notes. As an interior designer, Bree knew exactly what she wanted, and had already drawn up some preliminary plans, pulling them up on her tablet as they went through the space. They started upstairs, looking at the guest rooms, and made their way down. Levi was particularly charmed at the idea of making over a nook in the upstairs hall as a library space.

      “I can’t take credit for that,” Bree chuckled. “My friend Ro was adamant I turn that space into a library.”

      Overall, Levi had to admit he was impressed with her initiative and ideas, and so was Jackson if the admiration in his expression was anything to go by.

      As they were moving into the dining room, Bree got a text that made her face light up.

      “Ro is here,” she explained, and handed Jackson the tablet. “Why don’t you look through this while I go talk to her? I’ll be right back.”

      He and Jackson looked through Bree’s plans for the dining room, but as the plans were solid, and the room was in good shape, there wasn’t much to discuss. Jackson pulled out his measuring tape and began taking some measurements while they waited, but Levi decided to go find Bree. He couldn’t deny he was also curious about her friend, the mysterious Ro-who-insisted-upon-libraries, a sentiment he could only approve of.

      As he wandered back into the foyer, he heard voices coming from the kitchen, pivoted to head in that direction.

      “Hiring local is good for the town’s economy, and bolsters favor with the community,” Bree was saying, and he stopped short of opening the swinging door.

      “No argument there,” came another voice, this one lower and almost gravelly in a way that settled over Levi’s skin like a whisper. He suppressed a shiver as he nudged the door open a crack, just enough to peer through. Thankfully, neither woman was facing the door; he could just see Bree’s face turned slightly toward him, while all he could see of her friend was the back of her long, dark hair, loosely curled, brown corduroy blazer with pale blue trouser shorts, and fancy gladiator-style sandals.

      “But we already know the company my family uses does stellar work,” the woman he assumed was Ro continued, “Whereas we don’t know the quality of work this business provides. We don’t know anything about these guys⁠—”

      “I’ve been talking with them for weeks, Ro.” Bree sounded a little exasperated. “Trust me, I’ve done my research, and they’re the best. And after walking around with them I can tell they really know their stuff—and they really care about this place.”

      “I’m sure they do⁠—”

      “One of them really liked your library idea.” Bree said this like it was the ace up her sleeve and would magically change her friend’s mind.

      But Levi could practically hear Ro roll her eyes. “He might’ve just said that to get on your good side.”

      Indignation spread through his veins, like cracks of lava through the earth’s surface. Who did this city socialite think she was? She’d never even spoken to him or his family, so how would she know what they were like, or how good their work was?

      Before he could consider the pros and cons of storming in there and giving her a piece of his mind, she turned slightly, and that indignation caught in his throat with a surge of shock, and what he later recognized as disappointment.

      He knew that figure, even though the last time he’d seen her was at his and Ryder’s collegiate championship game a little more than a couple years ago. Ryder still talked about her often, but Levi hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her since then.

      He should have known. Ryder called her Ro all the time, but his brain hadn’t made the connection until now. He had no idea why she was here, or why Ryder hadn’t mentioned it, but Farrow Darcy was in Morton Grove.

      Farrow Darcy, the woman he’d been unable to forget for the past few years, despite never having met her in person.

      And apparently she didn’t approve of her friend’s choice of contractor.

      Well, she’d just have to deal, he thought as he quietly moved away from the door and back to the dining room.

      “You find Bree?” Jackson asked, his face suspiciously hopeful as he glanced up from Bree’s tablet.

      “She’s in the kitchen with her friend.”

      He didn’t explain any further, but there was no need. Jackson simply nodded, and a minute or so later, Bree reentered the room—alone.

      Levi was tempted to ask her where her friend was, but didn’t want to put her on the spot. Besides, he needed some time to process.

      Thankfully, tomorrow was Saturday, and he could work off some of this confusion and frustration at baseball practice. And when he saw Ryder, maybe he could grill his friend about his cousin—if he could figure out how to do so without making it seem like he was interested.
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      As the cleats he’d dusted off that morning touched down on the field’s freshly mowed outfield, Levi took a moment to breathe in the sweet, twangy scent of the grass; that, mixed with notes of the subtle, earthy clay of the infield dirt, invoked the kind of warm nostalgic feeling he was pretty sure you could only feel while on a baseball field.

      He felt it on and off every spring and summer. The first time he stepped onto the field for the season, during random moments playing catch, while eating an after-game hot dog—sometimes even just catching sight of a baseball field during the off-season.

      There was just something about baseball that dug in and stuck with you.

      They got it, Levi thought as his teammates started filtering onto the field. They were all here to play, just because they loved it.

      It’d been a couple years since he and Ryder had been released into the quote-unquote ‘real world,’ leaving exams, papers, and collegiate ball behind to face adulting. Though some Frontier League teams were nearby, they’d both decided not to pursue professional baseball. But that didn’t mean they had to give up the game altogether.

      They were fortunate enough to live in an area where competitive adult leagues were established and thriving. They’d had no problem joining the Chicagoland Adult Baseball Association’s Tier A league for twenty-somethings, and getting placed on a team with likeminded individuals.

      Their team, the Longhorns, had been pretty good the past couple years, but this year they could be the best—he had a feeling.

      He hooked his gear bag to the dugout fence, pulled out his maroon ball cap and tugged it down over his waving mop of light brown hair as charcoal gray eyes scanned the field.

      His daydreaming was interrupted when his phone buzzed in his pocket; he frowned, pushing back the automatic worry when he saw his brother was calling. Jackson hated phone calls, and he should be at practice by now. Come to think of it, their coach, Andrew, and another teammate seemed to be running late as well.

      “Hey,” Jackson said when Levi answered. “Everything’s fine, but Frank fell off a ladder, and Andrew and I are at the hospital with his wife. We’ll head over in a few minutes. Don’t tell the others yet, except Ryder—we’ll explain when we get there.”

      “Alright. We’ll get practice started,” Levi assured him, though his stomach sank with anxiety for their catcher, Frank. Jackson hadn’t said whether or not he was injured, but the fact he was in the hospital didn’t sound good.

      Trying not to think too much about it, he hung up with Jackson and relayed the information to Ryder, who took charge of their practice.

      After a warm up run that consisted of a couple laps around the field, they headed back for their gloves to warm up their arms.

      “Ready?” Ryder asked Levi, tossing him a ball.

      Levi caught it with his ungloved hand, ran his fingers over the familiar red seams, the dirt-covered leather. “You bet.”

      “By the way, my cousin Ro is in town.” Ryder slapped his friend on the back on their way out of the dugout. “You could finally meet her.”

      Levi kept his voice neutral, turning his head a little so his friend wouldn’t see his smile was strained. “Cool.”

      They jogged out to the outfield with the rest of their teammates, and when they were several yards apart, Levi let the ball fly, watched it sail true, and heard the resounding smack in Ryder’s glove. They tossed the ball, the warm-up routine familiar and ingrained. The more he felt his arm loosen, the more he slid into the game, and the less he thought about Frank’s possible injury and Farrow Darcy.

      “It’s going to be a good season,” his friend declared. The ball smacked into Ryder’s glove at eye level. “I can feel it.”

      Levi felt the quick answering sting of the ball when Ryder whipped it back, but it was a good, satisfying sting—the kind that came from fielding a good, hard throw. The kind that echoed Ryder’s sentiment.

      They’d been on the same team for years now; that part was no different. But, Levi thought with a glance at the dugout, this year Ryder’s cousin Andrew—who’d been injured during a game his senior year of college and no longer played full out—was the coach of their team, and Jackson was team captain. Some of the guys might rag on them about it—playing favorites, that sort of thing, as he’d experienced with coaches in the past—but the guys knew Jackson and Andrew were fair, and that Ryder was one of the best pitchers in the league, so he wasn’t worried about it.

      In fact, he was looking forward to it.

      “You say that every year,” he called to Ryder as he returned the throw.

      Ryder called back as he snagged the ball. “Yeah, well, am I ever wrong?”

      Levi was trying to think of a smart-ass reply when one of the other players cried out.

      “Hey, check out the hottie!”

      Ryder dropped his arm before he could throw, and he and Levi turned. Billy Collins, the player who’d called out, gestured toward the outfield fence, where a figure leaned against the chain-link, arms resting on the yellow ridged plastic rim.

      Levi’s stomach dropped, both in anticipation and trepidation.

      And, okay, that flare of indignation. He wasn’t sure how to feel about her sudden appearance; not only had she come to a practice, she’d actually approached the field and seemed inclined to say hello.

      That was a first.

      Though it had to be in the mid-seventies, she wore slim jeans that flared at the bottom, a gaping hole in one of the knees, a plain blue-jean ball cap, and a dark gray V-neck tee that somehow managed to look loose without looking baggy. He was just close enough to see the jeans were a little too long on her, so only the front half of her orange Chucks were visible.

      It was a complete contrast to her outfit from the day before, giving Levi a kind of mental whiplash.

      Ryder’s grin broke out at the spurt of recognition, and she lifted a hand in an enthusiastic wave. He waved back, and Billy wiggled his eyebrows. “You know her?”

      “Yeah, that’s my cousin, Farrow.” Ryder noticed the others had stopped warming up, too, glancing between him and Farrow, who, with the ease of experience, had hoisted herself onto the fence instead of going through the gate when Ryder gestured for her to come over. She dropped down as Levi jogged over to Ryder’s side.

      “Did you invite her?” Levi asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Levi nodded, almost absentmindedly; to Ryder, the look on his friend’s face seemed simultaneously annoyed and eager.

      How curious.

      The rest of the players had gathered around them, Billy letting out a low whistle as Farrow walked toward them, the slight breeze playing with her long chestnut hair—so similar to Ry’s—under her cap.

      “Your cousin’s hot.”

      “Hey,” Ryder growled, and even Levi’s stomach tightened, just a little, at the predatory look on Billy’s face. “Don’t make me throw this ball at you.”

      Billy shrugged. “I’m just saying. I’d tap that.”

      Ryder narrowed his eyes. “Dude. Seriously.”

      “Hey!” Farrow called out as she stepped up to the huddle. Out of habit, Ryder tossed her the ball in his hand; she caught it with one hand, immediately began fiddling with it. “Thought I’d come by and see you and Andrew in action. Where is he, anyway?”

      “He and our captain had an errand and are running late,” Ryder explained without batting an eye. “We’re just finishing warming up. Guys, this is my cousin Farrow; Ro, this is the team.”

      “I can see that,” she smirked a little, though Levi thought she was deliberately avoiding looking directly at him, which only irritated him more. “Anyway, don’t let me interrupt practice; I’ll just go hang out in the dugout.”

      “Why don’t you join us?”

      Levi caught the flash of surprise on her face, one that mirrored Ryder’s as he turned to Levi. Levi just grinned; though he was surprised at himself as well, he was curious why she was here, and why she was suddenly more sociable—or at least, slightly more sociable. And he could admit he was getting a kick out of putting Miss High and Mighty on the spot.

      “Frank isn’t here yet, so you’ll need someone to catch for you,” he said to Ryder, noting his friend’s raised brow at the mention of Frank. Perhaps he was getting his hopes up about Frank’s condition. “And I, for one, would like to see the Dynamic Duo in action.”

      Before Ryder could speak, Billy snorted. “Her? Catch for Ryder? Yeah, right.”

      A particular gleam came into Ro’s crystalline blue eyes—one Levi had often seen in his friend Cristina’s when she had a point to prove. Something told him Farrow wasn’t the type to back down from a challenge; he wasn’t sure what that meant for the one he’d inadvertently issued.

      Uh-oh, was all he could think.

      “Let me guess.” To anyone paying attention, Ro’s smile was deceptively calm. “You don’t think girls can play baseball.”

      “Not real baseball,” Billy said, and Ro arched an eyebrow. “And there’s a reason Ryder here is known as ‘Torch.’ Even Frank has a hard time keeping up with him sometimes.”

      “There’s also a reason our cousin Andrew calls us the Dynamic Duo.” Ro carefully kept her smirk in place as she looked at Ryder, who suspected he was the only one who could see the hint of annoyance behind her eyes. He thought of all the times he’d heard Billy talk about how the sports skills of women were inferior, of how each time he’d thought of mentioning Ro, who was the
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