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I’m lovingly dedicating this book to my walking pad. I would have been sedentary without you while writing this book. Thank you for helping me get my steps in while writing about Bennett diddling Bower. We got steamy together on so many levels.
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PROLOGUE

BENNETT

Bennett—­Sixteen years old

“Bennett, hurry up.” Gabby, my big sister, bangs on the bathroom door. “Bower will be here any second and I don’t want you in the shower when she arrives.”

I open the door, startling her so much that her hand falls to her chest.

“What’s the big deal? She’s just your friend,” I reply, trying not to act like the annoyed sixteen-­year-­old that I am, because my sister takes care of me. She makes sure there’s a roof over our heads—­even if it’s a one-­bedroom apartment that we share—­and despite the toll on her, she brought us closer to Almond Bay so I have a better chance of getting scouted for baseball. Yes, I’m grateful. But she’s still annoying me right now. Hence the rant.

“I know, but this is the first time she’s going to be at our place since we’ve moved, and well, I don’t need your scrawny body waltzing out in a towel.”

I glance down at my jeans and T-­shirt and then back up at my sister. “Not naked.”

“I can see that, thank you.”

Bower has been friends with Gabby for almost a year now, but because of their schedules, including school, I’ve never met her, only heard about her.



I know she’s funny.

She cares for my sister.

And that her dad is the manager at the Olive Garden they both work at, and if Gabby asks for it, she’s always given overtime, because Bower’s family understands our situation.

Foster kids growing up until Gabby turned eighteen, when she pulled me out of the system with her, begging our foster parents to let us, even swearing they could keep the government assistance, just not to bother us.

Still don’t know how she was able to do that, but now we’re out on our own. My job is to train while she works to pay our bills. And there are months when all we eat is leftover soup from Olive Garden that’s going to be thrown out along with stale breadsticks, but we make the most of it.

Now that I’m sixteen and she’s twenty-­four, we have a system that works for us. A system that keeps us out of trouble, that keeps us together, and that will lift me into a position to make the most of our dreams.

Gabby glances around our small, five-­hundred-­square-­foot apartment. “Should I vacuum again?”

“No.” I groan as I move past her. “She’s your friend. I don’t think she’s going to care that you vacuumed twice before she arrived.”

“I know, you’re right, but her family has been so supportive of us. I just want her to know that we’re okay.”

“She will know,” I say as I flop back on the couch, the smell of Gabby’s Crock-­Pot chicken making my stomach ache. It’s rare when she buys chicken because it’s so expensive, but when she does, I devour it, especially since it’s a far cry from the barely buttered noodles or soup we usually eat.

Knock. Knock.

Gabby’s eyes fly to the door and then back to me. Whispering, she says, “That’s her. Be nice.”

“As if I wouldn’t.” I roll my eyes while she answers the door. If anything, if it’s important to my sister, then it’s important to me.



“Gabby,” a sweet but excited voice sounds through the apartment. “Oh my God, this place is so cute.”

“Thank you. It was a good find after, well, you know…”

After Gabby had to live in a car for a week while I stayed with a friend because her abusive boyfriend hit her in the head with a bottle, but you know, we’re not talking about that anymore.

My fingers curl into the cushion of the couch as I attempt to regulate the anger that’s still simmering in the pit of my stomach from that situation. I can’t think about it or I might just take retribution.

“Oh, you must be Bennett.”

I glance up, my eyes focusing on the drop-­dead gorgeous girl in front of me.

Holy.

Shit.

Long, golden blond hair, straight and tucked behind her ears, letting the insanely light green of her eyes take center stage, highlighted under thick, black lashes and black eyeliner. Her lips are coated in some sort of gloss, pouty and pink, while a beauty mark rests just above the right of her lip.

Jesus…

“Uh, yeah.” I clear my throat and stand, trying not to be awkward as I hold my hand out to her. “Nice to, uh, nice to meet you.”

“Ooo, the manners, good job, Gabby.” Bower smiles brightly at me. “Nice to meet you too, Bennett. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Thank you. I mean, you’re welcome…wait, no, thank you,” I say stupidly. Fucking smooth, bro.

She smirks and drops my hand just as Gabby’s alarm goes off. “Oh shoot, that’s the laundry. I have to go switch it.”

“Want me to grab it?” I ask, sticking my hands in my back pockets.

“No, I have some…well, some underwear I don’t need my little brother fondling.”



“Fondling.” My voice cracks awkwardly. “I wouldn’t…I’d never do that, Gabby.”

She chuckles. “I know, but it’s fine. I can handle it. I’ll be right back. You good staying here?” she asks Bower.

“Of course,” Bower says, waving her off, giving me a chance to take the rest of her in. She’s wearing a pair of yoga pants with a waistband that folds over her hips, keeping them low cut and showing off a few inches of her toned and tanned stomach. Her white V-­neck shirt clings to her torso while the neckline dips just low enough to give me a view of her ample cleavage.

Shit, she’s so hot.

“Great, be right back.” Gabby takes off, and Bower turns to me, her eyes so freaking hypnotizing that I immediately get lost in them. Like a, uh…mossy field or something. I don’t know, I’m no poet, but if I were one, I could spend hours just staring—­

“Bennett?”

“Huh?” I ask.

“I asked if we could chat for a moment before Gabby gets back?”

“Oh, uh, sure.” I lead her to the couch where we both take a seat, her sitting comfortably on one end, me having a near panic attack from the scent of her perfume swirling all around me.

“Okay, I’m glad I have a chance to speak with you, because after what happened with Gabby’s ex and her need to blow it off as nothing, I felt this very protective instinct fall over me.”

“Me too,” I say.

“I’m sure. I couldn’t imagine what you must have been feeling that day. And since she’s my bestie, I want to make sure that she’s not only taken care of, but that she’s not, well…lying about anything. I love her, but she made it seem like everything was good with her ex, when clearly it wasn’t.”

“Yeah, he was a dick.”

“Exactly. And I was thinking, she does such a wonderful job of making sure you have everything you need and caring for you, it’s her top priority, but I don’t think she ever pauses for a moment to take care of herself. Nor does she communicate with either of us about what she needs.”

“Because she claims she doesn’t need anything.”

“I think we can both agree that’s a lie.”

I nod, because it is.

“Then, if it’s okay with you, I would be grateful if you give me your phone number so if anything comes up, or if we see anything off about Gabby, we can communicate and help her out, even when she denies the need for help.”

Wow…I can guarantee you that never in my life have I heard anyone want to take care of my sister the way that I want to take care of her. She spends countless hours working, paying for our shelter, or food, providing for us so that I can have a future. She has set aside so much of her life so I can chase my dream of becoming a professional baseball player that I’ve ingrained it in my mind that when it happens, the roles will be reversed and I’ll be the one taking care of her. But to have someone else want to do that now, want to keep her safe and protected, it hits different.

Makes me feel like this weight that’s sitting on my chest is a little less heavy.

Do I have hearts in my eyes?

Because that’s what it feels like.

“Do you mind?” she asks. “If I get your phone number?”

“Oh, uh, sure. That’s cool.”

“Great.” She sighs with relief. “I appreciate it. I know this is so heavy for you, but Gabby told me you’ve grown up faster than any other kid your age, so I thought you could handle helping out.”

“I want to help out. I love my sister and just want the best for her.”

“I know.” Bower smiles softly. “If you’re good with it, hand me your phone and I can text myself with it.”

“Oh, it’s, uh, it’s not one of those fancy phones or anything,” I say.



“Doesn’t matter.” She waves her hand at me. “I couldn’t care less and you shouldn’t either.”

Shit, she’s cool.

“Sure.” I pull my flip phone from my pocket and hand it to her.

“Perfect.” She enters her number into my phone and then hands it back to me. “I texted myself so I have your number too. I really appreciate this, Bennett. And feel free to text me if you ever need anything, okay? I love your sister so much. She’s helped me through a lot and I want to be there for her just as much as she’s there for me, but her stubborn pride tends to get in the way.”

“Something I know a lot about.”

“And let’s make a promise right now to be as transparent as possible. We don’t want another situation like she had with her ex.” She points at me. “Truth only.”

Oddly, I just met this girl and because she’s best friends with Gabby, I’m putting all my trust in her. I nod. “Truth only.”

[image: ]

Bennett—­Seventeen years old

Bennett: Did Gabby go into work today?

Bower: No, why? Did she tell you she was?

Bennett: Fuck, she did. I knew she was lying.

Bower: Okay, no need to panic. I’m assuming she’s gone now. Do you have any idea where she is?

Bennett: No idea. She said she was going into work, but she left her work apron and cash.

Bower: Let me casually ask her where she is.

Bennett: Let me know as soon as you can.

A few minutes later…



Bower: I know where she is. She’s safe.

Bennett: Where is she?

Bower: Just worry about going to practice and she will be home in a bit.

Bennett: You promised transparency. If I’m not going to lie to you, you can’t lie to me.

Bower: Bennett, trust me on this.

Bennett: Bower, tell me.

Bower: Ugh, fine. She was going out to get you a present, found something on the marketplace and had to drive two hours to get it.

Bennett: And she didn’t bring you?! That’s not fucking safe.

Bower: Trust me, I already yelled at her about it. But she’s safe and driving back. For what it’s worth, you’re going to love the gift.

Bennett: I don’t care. I care that she could have gotten hurt.

Bower: Same, but let’s just say she’s good. Okay?

Bennett: Fine.

Bower: Hey, it’s good. Now…how was baseball practice?

Bennett: Don’t change the subject when I’m mad.

Bower: Can’t be mad forever…especially when she gives you that present.

[image: ]

Bennett—­Eighteen years old

Bower: Happy birthday, Mr. Eighteen! Any plans?

Bennett: Gabby has something planned. By the way, did she tell you about the guy she met at the bar? He tipped her two hundred dollars. Do I need to be worried?



Bower: The only thing you need to be worried about is the gift I have for you.

Bennett: Why?

Bower: Gabby might have given me access to some of your teenage pictures.

Bennett: Please…please don’t.

Bower: Too late for that. By the way, thanks for the tip on the shoes I got for Gabby. You’re right, she never would have taken them.

Bennett: She doesn’t like to take anything from you.

Bower: I know, but I told her I got them for me and they were too tight and I couldn’t return them. She took them, tried to pay me, so I told her I got them on super discount for fifteen dollars.

Bennett: She bought it?

Bower: Of course, I’m super convincing.

[image: ]

Bennett—­Twenty years old

Bennett: Are you planning a party for Gabby?

Bower: I was. I was going to text you to see what your schedule was like. I know she said she didn’t want a graduation party, but she got her teaching degree, and we need to celebrate.

Bennett: I agree. I could probably sneak home this weekend, we have an off day.

Bower: Perfect. I’ll put things in motion. So excited to see you, it’s been a while. How have you been? Met any girls?

Bennett: Things are fine.

Bower: That doesn’t answer the question. Did you finally lose that virginity of yours?



Bennett: I lost it when I was seventeen.

Bower: What?? To whom?

Bennett: Someone who was extremely disappointed with my performance.

Bower: LOL!! We can’t all be perfect our first time. You’ll get better.

Bennett: Already am.

Bower: Ooo, love the confidence, big man.

[image: ]

Bennett—­Twenty-­two years old

Bennett: Coach Rowley and Gabby? WHAT THE FUCK?? Did you know?

Bower: Of course I knew. I encouraged it. He’s so hot.

Bennett: Bower! That’s my former coach.

Bower: I know, and he’s hot and apparently has an amazing penis from what your sister has told me. Don’t blame her. She needed a good boning.

Bennett: Jesus Christ.

Bower: What do you expect from her? To close up shop? No way! You’re getting laid every two seconds down there in the minor leagues, and she should get herself some as well.

Bennett: It’s not every two seconds.

Bower: Actually, you’re right. At least not when it comes to your crush. Whatever happened to that?

Bennett: Nothing. She’s not interested.

Bower: Are you sure? Did you even try? You play the shy and innocent, but we both know that’s far from the truth. That’s how you score the ladies. Maybe she’s different.



Bennett: She is different. Different from everyone I’ve ever met.

Bower: OH MY GOD! Then you need to go for it. What are you doing?

Bennett: Waiting.

Bower: Waiting for what?

Bennett: For the right moment.







CHAPTER 1

BENNETT

Bennett—­Twenty-­four years old

“Breakfast burrito. Chorizo, potatoes, eggs, and refried beans,” Nolan says as he tosses me a wrapped burrito and then takes a seat next to me in the locker room. “Said to be the finest out of all the ballparks, but I’ll be the fucking judge of that.”

He kicks back his recliner, propping his legs up, and then starts unwrapping his breakfast burrito.

Nolan joined the team last year, during my first full year with the Bombers. He was traded from the Chicago Rebels after one year in the majors. A fast-­as-­fuck right fielder, he’s fast becoming a fan favorite among the Bombers fans for his gives-­no-­shits attitude on social media, prominent breakfast burrito reviews, along with his combination of crop tops and dirty mids during warm-­ups.

And for those who might not know what a dirty mid is, it’s the styling of his baseball pants, tight as fuck, reaching just below his calf muscle, a capri length. There are very few, and I mean very few players who can pull off the look, but Nolan with his burst fade, curly mullet, sleeve tattoo, and friendship bracelets he tends to wear…well, he pulls it off.

With a giant bite in his mouth, he examines the burrito as he says, “Shit, this is pretty damn good.”



I chuckle and then start unwrapping mine as well. “Would you say the best?”

“Can’t make that kind of assessment just yet.” He takes another bite and then moans. “Fuck, this shit is so good, though.”

I join him and have to admit it’s pretty fucking good.

“So how’s the zoo going?”

I sigh and tip my recliner back as well. The rest of the team is milling about. We have hours before the game, so we’re all just hanging out, doing our own thing.

“The whole thing is so dumb.”

“Yeah, having to do PR for a team that cheated when you weren’t around, that shit sucks.”

He’s right. It does suck.

When I was in the minors, the Bombers were caught cheating, stealing signs from other teams and relaying them. It was a huge fuckup, and the Bombers have paid the price dearly. And because I wasn’t on the team at the time, but one of the fresh, young faces of a brand-­new era, I was chosen as the player to help the Bombers with their PR image. And can you imagine, the Bombers were not the only ones dealing with a PR problem in San Francisco?

Nope, the Foghorns, which is the football team, and the Rogue, San Francisco’s brand-­new hockey expansion team, needed a lift in image as well. So they plucked me, Graydon St. John from the Foghorns, and Oden “OC” O’Connor from the Rogue to try to boost morale and improve San Fran’s besmirched sports teams’ reputations.

So far, not sure it’s helping. Although, Graydon started a social media presence with his zookeeper and that has taken off. So maybe it’s working for him, but for me, not so much.

“I think the zoo thing is not reaching the way they wanted it to, and I’m thinking about suggesting I do something else, because as much fun as it is hanging out with the lions, I don’t see the impact.”



“Sounds like a fucking bust.” Nolan takes another bite of his burrito and moans. “Fuck me. This is better than the blow job I got last night.”

I glance at him and he smirks.

“Nah, that’s a lie. The blow job was phenomenal.”

Shaking my head, I go to take another bite just as my phone buzzes in my pocket with a text. I wipe my fingers on one of the napkins Nolan gave me with the burrito and then grab my phone, where I see a text from Bower.

My stupid fucking heart trips all over itself from the sight of her name.

I live to see her name pop up on my phone, beg for it every single day because that’s how desperate of a motherfucker I am. And I wait for her to text, because if I allowed myself to text her, to start the conversation, then it would be every hour of the goddamn day.

And it would be texts like…

Can I take you out on a date?

Please tell me you’re not seeing anyone.

When will you see me as the man I am and not Gabby’s little brother?

See? Desperation.

Not hiding my excitement, I set my burrito on the coffee table in front of me and open her text.

Bower: Hey, Benny Boo Boo, what are you up to?

She’s the only one allowed to call me that, and it’s only because I don’t want to tell her not to. OC tried calling me that once and I shut it down really quick.

Bennett: Eating a breakfast burrito in the locker room. How about you?

Bower: Apartment hunting.

Bennett: What’s wrong with your apartment now?



“Why are you smiling like that?” Nolan asks while poking my face.

“Like what?” I ask, attempting to hide my smile, but it’s no use.

“Like you’re about to come in your pants.”

I raise a brow. “How do you know what I look like when I’m about to come in my pants?”

“Oh…I know.”

Rolling my eyes, I turn back to my phone to see her typing out a response.

“Who are you talking to?” Nolan presses.

“Just a friend.”

“Uh-­huh.” I can feel his eyes burning into me. “You’re a fucking liar, dude. I don’t smile like that when you text me.”

“Clearly you don’t love me enough,” I answer just as my phone buzzes.

Bower: Well, you see, I might be moving.

Bennett: To where? Almond Bay? Gabby will freak out if you finally move closer to her.

Bower: Funny, I will be moving closer to a Brinkman, just not her.

I can feel all the blood drain from my face and straight to my goddamn dick. My neck heats up and I sit taller in my seat.

Bennett: Wait, are you moving to San Francisco?

Bower: I am.

“Holy fuck,” I say, sitting all the way up now.

“What?” Nolan asks, mouth full of burrito.

“My gi—­uh, my sister’s friend is moving here.”

“Uh-­huh, and why is that a holy fuck moment?” He wiggles his brows at me, and honestly, what’s the use?

If I’m going to spill the beans, might as well be to someone who is not attached to the situation at all. And fuck, to get this off my chest will feel good.

“Because I’ve had the biggest fucking crush on her ever since I met her and no woman compares to her. Ever. I’ve tried to shake her from my thoughts, from the way she’s branded herself in my fucking soul, but it hasn’t worked. She’s perfect, everything about her. If she gets a place here, it means I can finally make a move, a move that I’ve been waiting to make for so goddamn long that it actually hurts.”

Nolan blinks, studies me, and then takes a bite of his burrito. “Right on, man.”

Right on? That’s all he has to say to my confession? To a secret I’ve been safeguarding for so long?

Probably because that’s Nolan.

Now if this was OC I was telling, it would be a completely different reaction.

Chuckling, I go back to my messages with Bower, trying to play it cool even though I’m as giddy as a fucking kid on Christmas morning.

Bennett: That’s awesome. When do you get here?

Bower: Well, Adalade—­the woman I work for—­wants to be in the city by next week. She just bought a Victorian in Pac-­Heights and all of her things are being moved there in two days, which means I have to be in San Fran in one day to make sure I’m at the new place for arrival. Which means this girl needs to find a place and soon.

One day.

One fucking day.

My smile stretches from ear to ear.

Bennett: You can always stay with me until you find a place.



Please say yes, please say yes.

Bower: I was actually looking at a unit in your apartment building. Would that be weird?

Fuck no. Is she kidding?

That’s the best fucking news I’ve heard since I was called up to the majors.

If she’s in the same apartment building, we could…hell, we could have dinner together, we could bring each other sugar…she can slowly start to realize that I’ve had a mad crush on her for so fucking long that maybe, just maybe she’d give me a chance.

Bennett: Not weird at all. Might be helpful. I could show you around, introduce you to people.

Bower: People, huh? And who would these people be, Bennett?

Bennett: You know, the people who make the coffee around the corner, the building’s security guys, and the one neighbor on floor twelve who has the same meal delivered to them every night.

Bower: Ooo, busybodies, you know I like the gossip. Count me in. I’m headed into the city tomorrow with all my things, and I’m going to check out the apartment. Can I crash on your couch for a night?

My mouth goes dry and I can’t type fast enough. Thank FUCK we are in town right now, because if we had away games, I might have cried.

The words of a desperate man.

Bennett: Absolutely. Stay as long as you want.



Bower: You’re the absolute best. Thanks, Benny Boo Boo.

“Do you have a boner right now?” Nolan asks as he gingerly pats his face with a napkin.

“No,” I answer, even though, hell, my excitement of seeing her tomorrow might possibly get me into boner territory.

“Looks like you have a boner.”

I glance down at my lap, only for Nolan to let out a wallop of a laugh.

“Made you look,” he says like a dick.

Irritated, I slap his burrito out of his hand, causing it to fall into his lap.

Fire builds in his eyes as he looks up at me. “You motherfucker.” I stand from the recliner as he yells, “You better run!”

I take off toward the weight room to get in some reps before he can catch up.

The woman who owns my heart will finally be in my neighborhood… About fucking time I get to make that move.







CHAPTER 2

BENNETT

This fucking piece of hair.

It keeps sticking up in a weird way, and no matter what I do, it won’t submit to me.

I pat it down, once, twice…thrice!

And nothing.

So I turn off my bathroom light and go to my closet, where I pick out a Bombers cap and place it on my head. Whatever, I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard, and all she’s really known me to wear is a hat, so this would be normal.

Now, the few spritzes of cologne that smells like fresh laundry, that’s new, as well as the T-­shirt I’m wearing that is loose around my waist but tight around my biceps. Biceps that I’ve worked so fucking hard to build.

She met me when I was sixteen, scrawny, awkward, and unsure of my body, but I’m not that boney boy anymore. I’m twenty-­four now, a major league baseball player with enough muscle on my body to do damage. I also grew into my frame, topping off at six foot three. I know I’m going to tower over her, so much so that her head will meet my chest as her arms wrap around my waist.

I spent last night after the game—­that we lost—­cleaning up my place, making sure there wasn’t a speck of dirt on a baseboard or floor. I vacuumed my couch several times, lint-­rollered it, and then sprayed some of that nice-­smelling shit on it. I spent too much goddamn time arranging a candle on my coffee table, moving it left, right, and center until I gave up and replaced it with a book about baseball facts. I considered taking down my framed jerseys I have from my high school team and minor league teams, but it felt wrong. So I kept them up, but I did clean them, just in case.

And now that she’s going to be here any second, I’m nervous, excited, fucking bursting at the seams to see her.

It’s been a while, a few months, since I’m in the middle of my season. I think the last time I saw her was over the holidays when I was visiting Gabby and her husband, Ryland, in Almond Bay. Wait, I know that’s the last time I saw her, because she was telling Gabby all about a guy she was dating and how he had some sort of foot fetish and was constantly giving her toe rings to wear.

Hoping that since she’s moving, that guy is out of the picture now.

Because with him out of the picture, I’m sure with my track record, I’ll just stare at her from afar, never make a move, and then watch her go off with someone else.

I drag my hand over my face.

Christ.

Here I am, pretending like I’m actually going to do something about her being here, but as time ticks by, closer and closer to her arrival, I feel myself grow more and more nervous.

Because, yeah, she might be moving here, but does that mean I’m actually going to do something about it?

I tug on the brim of my hat…

I should.

I really should do something about it.

I’ve wanted this for so fucking long, and now that there’s a chance, a small chance at that—­she is eight years older than me, my sister’s best friend, and calls me fucking Benny Boo Boo—­there still could be an opportunity for me to flip the way she looks at me.



I take a deep breath, thinking about the other women I’ve been with, how they haven’t interested me in the slightest. How they’re just my attempt to fill a void, a void that I know only Bower can fill.

But can I really do this?

Can I make a move?

I tug on my bottom lip just as there’s a knock at the door.

My stomach bottoms out and my palms break into a sweat.

Fuck, keep it together.

Nerves buzzing through me, I open the door and my heart nearly leaps out of my chest as Bower comes into view, looking so fucking beautiful that it takes everything in me not to cup her cheek, bend down, and kiss her.

“Bennett!” she shouts as she drops her bags and walks right into my chest, wrapping her arms around me.

Fucking fulfilled.

I sink into her hold, my arms encircling her, my chin resting on the top of her head as I breathe in her sweet scent of coconut. As I memorize everything about this moment, like I have with every other hug we’ve shared, her hands travel up my back as she tightens her hold on me.

I revel in it.

In the feel of her wrapped around me.

In her softness.

In her fucking presence.

“Hey,” I say softly, my hand cupping the back of her head for a moment before she pulls away and looks up at me, her hands gripping my forearms.

“Oh my God, you’re so…muscular.”

I feel my cheeks heat from the compliment.

“That’s what happens when you’re required to hit up the weight room.”

She pats my chest with a smirk. “Required? Please, you know you love it.”

She turns around to grab her bags, and I quickly glance at the way her leggings frame her perfectly round ass and how her shirt rides up, showing me an inch of her skin.

“Let me grab those for you,” I say, moving to her side and snagging her bags before she can.

“I’d say I got it, but you have to put those muscles to good use.”

I pull her bags into the apartment and she shuts the door for us before taking my hand in hers and practically skipping to the couch, where she pulls me down to talk.

Her honey-­blond hair fans out around her shoulders in long waves, while her light green eyes shine up at me. Her nose ring is no longer a hoop, but rather a small diamond, and instead of eyeliner on her top and bottom lids, she just has mascara, with a hint of blush caressing her cheeks.

“So tell me everything.” That stunning smile of hers fucking gut punches me.

“Everything?” I ask, fidgeting with my hat as I adjust it on my head.

“Yeah, like…do you have any girls in your life?”

Always one of her top questions. She loves asking about my relationship status, and it might seem like I’m a total loser, but I always give her the same answer.

“Nope.”

“Seriously?” she asks, pushing at my knee. “No one?”

I shake my head. “No one really catches my attention.”

Besides you.

You captured my attention.

“Are you even trying?” she asks, a tease in her voice.

“Not really.”

She chuckles. “Typical Bennett. Probably just focused on baseball, right?”

“Pretty much. What about you?” I ask, feeling my throat grow tight with nerves. “Do you have any guys in your life?”

She rolls her eyes dramatically and props her hand against the couch. “Ugh, no. I was seeing this one guy. We went on three dates, but he just wasn’t doing it for me.”

“Why not?” I ask, wanting to learn from this fool’s mistakes.

Her eyes find mine. “Promise not to judge me?”

“Depends,” I say playfully.

She crosses her legs and leans forward, taking my answer as a go-­ahead to spill anyway. “He didn’t pass the name test.”

“What’s the name test?” I ask.

“You really don’t know?”

I shake my head. “Nope.”

“Bennett, the name test is a very important test. It basically tells you if you’re compatible or not in bed.”

My brows raise. “Oh?”

She nods slowly. “You have to test the person’s name on a moan, and if it sounds good, then you can move forward. And let me tell you, he did not pass the test.”

“What was his name?”

Her nose crinkles. “Ebenezer.”

“It was not fucking Ebenezer,” I say on a laugh and a shake of my head. “No fucking way was his name Ebenezer.”

“It was.” Her eyes widen in sincerity. “I swear. Ebenezer and his friends called him Nezer.”

“Jesus, that’s not great either.”

“Yeah, so tell me how I’m supposed to have this man’s dick deep between my legs with ‘give it to me hard, Ebenezer’ coming off my lips?”

I laugh and tug on the back of my neck, wondering if I pass the name test. Also, hate to admit it, but hearing Bower say dick deep might have made me slightly hard.

“Yeah, that doesn’t pass the test.”

“Exactly.” She tosses her hands in the air. “I had to end it. Might be superficial, but anytime I tried to use his name in a sexual way, it just made my nipples invert, and let me tell you something, Bennett”—­she gestures to her perfect fucking tits—­“these nipples are made to poke against the fabric of my shirt, not hide.”

Jesus…

“Can’t have inverted nipples,” I say, unsure of how to respond to that, especially since my eyes land on her tits for a moment, taking in too much of a fill than I probably should.

“Exactly, so Ebenezer had to go. How I even went on three dates is beyond me. Probably because I’m horny all the time.”

Okay, not information I needed to hear when I’m half-­hard, but then again, it’s Bower. She’s never been shy about anything.

“I was reading this book the other day where the female main character came just from nipple play.” She grips my forearm. “Nipple play, Bennett. Have you ever come from just nipple play?”

No, but pretty sure I can come just from talking about it right now.

“Can’t say that I have.”

“Me, either, but I want to have that experience, and let me tell you, Ebenezer was not the guy to do it.” She tucks her hair behind her ear. “I love my books, more than anything, but do you think they’re setting my standards too high? Is it too much to ask to pass the name test and to make me come from nipple play?”

Christ, I’m so hard right now.

Because, no, I don’t think that’s too much to ask.

And if she’d give me a chance, I’d love to try.

“I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

“Really? Because Gabby was saying I should stop reading my books, then I went and told her that was easy for her to say given the dick she has at home and how absolutely satisfied she is every time she mounts it.”

“Yeah, maybe we don’t talk about my sister and former coach’s sex life.”

“Oh, we’re all adults.” She waves her hand at me. “Anyway, I’m hoping this move is a new chapter for me, and I get to have you, Benny Boo Boo, as my wingman in a new town.” She takes my hand in hers. “Seriously, thanks for helping me out. I checked out the apartment and I love it. I filled out the application, and if I get it, I think I might just live here. It’ll be fun being so close to someone I know. Oh, and when you’re away, I can take care of your place for you.” She glances around. “Doesn’t seem like you have any plants or anything, but you know, I can check up on things for you either way.”

Hope springs in my chest because I can’t imagine a more perfect scenario.

Actually, I can. It would be Bower moving in here, with me.

“That would be awesome,” I say, trying not to sound too excited.

“It’s settled then. We’re neighbors. Now, don’t you have a game tonight you have to get to?”

“I do, but I wanted to make sure you were settled before I took off for the stadium.”

“I’m good. You know I can handle myself.” She bounces on her butt. “And this couch is going to be incredibly comfortable, so thanks for letting me sleep on it.”

“Oh, I was going to let you take my bed and I can take the couch. I just changed my sheets.”

“Yeah, that’s not happening.” She pats my cheek. “Cute of you for thinking that, though, and don’t even fight me on it. I don’t need you acting all chivalrous. I like a good couch.”

“Yeah, but I slept on a couch for almost my entire life.” Well, until Gabby gave up her bed for me every night so I had a solid sleep. She always sacrificed herself.

“And that’s exactly why you deserve the bed.” She winks and then gets off the couch, grabbing her phone from her bag. Rather than sitting next to me on the couch, she sits on the armrest and holds the phone up in selfie mode. “We need to send a pic to Gabby. I didn’t tell her I was moving, and this would be the perfect way.”



She loops her arm around me and rests her head against mine just as she says, “Smile.”

I smile and she snaps the picture, stealing my breath and sanity all at the same time.

She stares at it for a second and then glances at me. “Ooof, you’re so handsome. Still don’t understand how you don’t have girls falling at your feet.”

She stands and texts Gabby while I try to calm the raging heat that’s pulsing through me.

That’s the first time she’s said that to me.

Handsome.

She’s complimented me on my height, my muscles, my build, but handsome…that was the first. She has no clue that she just gave me a fucking truckload of hope.







CHAPTER 3

BOWER

“You were supposed to move closer to me, not Bennett,” Gabby whines on the phone.

“I know, but I can’t control where Adalade moves,” I answer as I throw some popcorn in my mouth.

Once Bennett left for the stadium, I moved my bags off to the side since I’ll only be here for a night, maybe two, and then went to the corner store where I picked up some snacks, because after scouring Bennett’s kitchen, I realized something important. He does not consume the kind of food I want to consume.

Seaweed wraps?

Blech, what is wrong with him?

I guess that’s what happens when you consume buttered noodles for your entire life—­you branch out to things you never could have afforded.

But go for a wagyu steak, Bennett, not dried seaweed wraps.

Just something I’ll have to teach him now that I’m here.

I have his game on in the background, something I’ve started doing since reading a sports romance that revolved around a baseball team. Eight books in and I was hooked, needing more baseball in my life, so I started watching the Bombers games.

And if there is one thing I learned, it’s that Bennett is by far the best player on the team. Asher Peppers is downright nasty, never smiling, always approaching every situation with a scowl. And Nolan Hart is an absolute menace, but he intrigues me. I know he’s friends with Bennett, so perhaps I’ll ask for an introduction, if I’m brave enough.

“I know.” Gabby sighs. “But I thought she really liked Almond Bay when you brought her here to visit.”

“She did,” I answer, “but she’s a city girl through and through. What can I say? She clearly tried the country thing and it didn’t work for her, despite me trying everything in my power to convince her otherwise, but the shops weren’t there, and she wanted variety. Be grateful it’s not New York City, like she was thinking about for a moment.”

“Oh my God, that would have been my nightmare.”

“Same. I don’t think I could have handled New York.”

“I love you, but I don’t think you could have either.”

“It’s nice here, though, and gives you more of a reason to come visit Bennett, since I have an apartment in the same building as him.”

“Wait, really?” she asks.

“Yup.” Bennett gets up to bat and I watch as the camera scans up his body, showing off his thick thighs, sturdy torso, and biceps I never thought I’d see on him. He fills out that jersey better than I expected, and it’s nothing I should be noticing, that’s for damn sure. But it’s the way his blue eyes shine under the shadow of his helmet that really catches my attention, combined with his five o’clock shadow and the intensity in his expression. I honestly don’t understand how he’s single. “I’ll be one floor above him.”

Bennett takes a strike and I can hear Ryland, Gabby’s husband, in the background yell about how that was not a strike at all.

Bennett takes a step out of the box, stares at his bat, and then lets out a deep breath before tugging on his helmet and stepping back in the box. It’s the same routine, every single time. He’s so composed, so calm.

“Now I’m even more jealous,” Gabby complains just as Bennett unleashes his hands and swings at a ball, making contact and immediately shooting it over the left field fence, like a bullet straight from a gun.



He’s so impressive.

Ryland’s clapping in the background while Gabby cheers for a moment and then comes back on the phone. “Sorry, Bennett just hit a home run.”

“I know. I’m watching.”

“You’re watching?” she asks.

“Yeah, I’ve been watching since reading that baseball series I was telling you about. And have you read it yet?”

“Not so much.”

“Ugh.” I groan. “You know, it would really help me out if my best friend liked to read like I do.”

“Sorry, it’s just not my thing.”

“Clearly.” I sigh.

“Speaking of books, whatever happened to you quitting your job and opening that book truck thing you were talking about? That’s a job you could have in Almond Bay.”

I twirl a piece of hair with my finger. “Yeah, I still want to do that, but I don’t feel like I can leave Adalade right now, with the move and everything. She still needs my help.”

“She could find another assistant. You’ve saved up more than enough. You’ve built a small following on social media. You could do this.”

“I know,” I say, nerves blooming in my stomach from the thought of taking the leap into a dream I’ve had for a little bit. “Just not ready yet.”

“Will you ever be ready?” she asks.

“Someday,” I answer, even though I don’t believe it myself.

I have dreams, I have thoughts, I have ideas, but the reality of the situation is I’ve never been brave enough to take the leap. I went to school to learn how to start my own small business. I took an internship with Adalade since she runs her own interior design company. She doesn’t do much designing herself anymore, but rather employs others to do the job for her. Well, that internship turned into an assistant job, and that assistant job turned into an executive assistant. And now I spend my days running mindless errands for a sixty-­six-­year-­old with a hefty credit card limit and a lot of time on her hands.

Sure, the job doesn’t really give me a sense of accomplishment. There are days where I go from store to store to store looking for a pair of camel loafers that she’d like, or fetching a brownie with the perfect gooey consistency, but it does allow for me to have a lot of reading time.

It’s also allowed me to dream more—­dream of something more than this—­but the problem is, when you dream, you must have courage to step out of your comfort zone. And I’ll be honest… I’m confident, but I’m not courageous.

I’ve seen what dreaming can do. My dad was a dreamer, and when I was young, he took a chance on a dream and ended up losing all of our family’s money. It’s why Mom had to work part-­time at my school. It’s why he found a job at the Olive Garden. He had to start from scratch and work his way back up. I’ve seen the stress and the anxiety of it all, and even though the job I have isn’t fulfilling in the slightest, it’s safe.

Adalade loves me.

She’d never fire me.

I have security, a great paycheck, and it gives me time to do what I love…and that’s read books.

“Hopefully someday soon,” Gabby says, always pushing me. “But until then, when do you move into the new place?”

“They’re finishing up some painting, so probably in the next day or so. Hope Bennett doesn’t mind.”

“He’s pretty chill and he’s usually at the stadium most of the time, so he probably won’t even notice you there.”

“Probably won’t. My things are tucked away in a corner, and I ­haven’t touched his food because your brother has some weird shit in here. Seaweed wraps and protein shakes. Gross, Gabby.”



She chuckles. “Yeah, unclear where the seaweed wraps came in, but he doesn’t keep a lot of food in the apartment because he’s always traveling. When he’s here, though, he makes sure to eat as many cherry almond cookies from The Almond Store as he can.”

“So he does have a sweet tooth. Okay. Maybe I’ll force him to indulge with me.”

“If it’s in the apartment, he will eat it.”

“I might just have to test out this theory.”

“Once again, I’m jealous, but maybe…maybe this will be a good thing.”

“Yeah, I told you, now you can visit us both at the same time.”

“No, I mean…you can watch over him a little closer. After what happened when he was in the minor leagues, when his apartment was broken into and he didn’t tell me, I just…I worry he hides things from me to protect me so I don’t get worried.”

“Are you asking me to be a spy?” I joke.

“No, but…you know the promise you made me…”

My voice grows serious. “Gabby, I promised you I would help take care of him and that is a promise I will never break. Ever. I told you, you are not in this alone. I am here for you, helping you any way you need.”

“So you’ll tell me if you notice something off with him, now that you’re living there? Especially with all this PR stuff they’re making him do. He worked so hard on his image that I would hate…I would hate for him to take the fall for something his team did prior to him being on it.”

“I get it. And you know I would tell you, I promised. You’re my number one, always. And he’s your brother, therefore he’s my number two. Both of you fall under my protection. That’s of the utmost importance to me.”

“Thank you,” she says softly. “I’m so grateful for you, Bower. I don’t know what I would have done without you over the years. The reason I was able to raise Bennett is because of you.”

“Nah, you did that yourself. I was just there cheering you on.”
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The lights are off.

The moon is shining through Bennett’s floor-­to-­ceiling living room windows.

And the sheets and blankets Bennett gave me smell so freaking good I’m tempted to raid his laundry room to see what detergent he’s using.

I know it takes him a second to wind down after a game. I’ve seen it firsthand when I’ve visited him with Gabby, but this is quite long.

I had some Moon Pies delivered to the apartment, hoping to share one with him when he got home, but it’s getting pretty late now and I’m wondering if he’s not back yet because he decided to hook up with someone.

Which if he did, great for him. I will of course hound him for all the details in the morning, because if anything, I’m invasive and have no filter.

Sighing back into my pillow, which has to be one of the softest pillows I’ve ever felt, I close my eyes just as the front door unlocks and I hear him walk into the apartment. He quietly shuts the door, shuffling a paper bag, and then locks up. He heads into the kitchen and I sit up on the couch.

He’s trying to be quiet and it’s super cute, so I slip out from under my blankets and tiptoe over to the kitchen where he’s setting a bag on the counter.

Going undetected, I find the light switch and turn it on just as I say, “Welcome back.”

“Jesus Christ!” he yells as he plasters himself against the cabinets and counter, hand to chest, a frightened look in his eyes.

A roar of laughter falls past my lips as I rest my hand on his arm. “Oh my God,” I say in between giggles. “The look on your face.”

“Uh, yeah, because you nearly made me shit myself.”



I laugh some more, the fright on his face ingrained in my memory. “I want to say I’m sorry, but I’m not.”

“Clearly.” He chuckles. “What are you doing awake? It’s almost midnight.”

Calming myself, I say, “Well, I stayed up because I ordered some Moon Pies and—­”

“Moon Pies?” He looks toward the living room. “Where?”

Yup, such a sweet tooth.

“Over here.” I pull him toward the living room, but he stops me.

“Hold on, let me put the cold stuff in the fridge really quick.”

From his bags, he pulls milk and yogurt and places them in the fridge along with some cheese and chicken.

When he shuts the fridge, he turns back toward me, so I take his hand again and drag him to the small circular dining room table where I set up the box of Moon Pies along with some napkins.

“Ta-­da! I know how much you like sweet things, and as a thank-­you for letting me stay the night, I bought you—­but also me—­some treats.”

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” he says as he sits down, opens the box, and snags one right away before taking a bite.

Chuckling, I grab one as well. “I can see you really mean that.”

He smiles while chewing. “Seriously, I do. This was really nice. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome and thanks for letting me stay here for a few nights—­that’s if a few nights is okay with you.”

“Stay as long as you want,” he says, his eyes looking directly into mine, causing a weird chill to shoot up my spine. It’s the ice blue of his irises, they’re, well…chilling.

“Thank you.” I set my Moon Pie down and wipe my mouth with my napkin. “Uh…good job on the home run.”

His brow lifts, his expression almost comical, because we never talk baseball. Ever. At least not recently. Whenever we text, it’s always been about Gabby or stupid things like did you know cronuts existed? But never baseball, because I know nothing about it really and he, well, he doesn’t seem to want to talk about it at all.

So it’s very smart of me to mention it now.

“You watched the game?”

I casually shrug. “Couldn’t find anything else on.”

That makes him smirk. “Uh-­huh, why don’t I believe that?”

“Because it’s not true.” I break off a piece of my Moon Pie and plop it in my mouth. “I felt obligated to watch you play because I was talking to Gabby and she was watching you play as well.”

“You talked to Gabby?” he asks while polishing off his dessert. He gets up from the table and asks, “Drink?”

“Please,” I answer and then go back to his previous question. “Yeah, I broke the news to her. She was not happy, tried to convince me to move to Almond Bay instead and leave my job.”

“Sounds about right,” he says. “Did you tell her you were staying here?”

“Yeah.”

“Was she okay with that?”

“Why wouldn’t she be?” I ask as he brings us both a glass of water.

He shrugs. “She can be territorial over you. When she found out that we text, she kept asking if you like me better than you like her.”

I laugh. “Right, well, I think I’ve tamped down that paranoia. But she seemed cool with it, no questions about where my loyalty stands.”

“With me, right?” he asks, adding a little wink under the brim of his hat.

“Keep dreaming.” I roll my eyes. “I’ll always fall in line with Gabby. Sorry.”

“A guy can try.” He stretches his legs out under the table and leans back in his chair. “So, what did you think about the game?”

“I thought it was impressive that you could hit a baseball that far. It kind of boggles my mind knowing that you’re not the same boy I first met so many years ago.”

He tugs on the back of his neck, his bicep flexing against his shirt. “Yeah, not so much.”

My cheeks oddly heat from the sight of it.

Which reminds me…

“So, that guy on your team…”

“What guy? There are quite a few of us.”

“I want to say his name is Nolan,” I hedge.

“Nolan Hart?” Bennett asks, with a bit of a pull in his brow. “What about him?”

I trace my finger over the glass of his tabletop and ask, “Is he single?”

Bennett’s brow grows even tighter. “Nolan? You’re interested in Nolan?”

I casually shrug. “I don’t know, maybe. Is that weird for you? Me asking about one of your teammates? Even if it’s just for one night, I think we could have a good time, and Lord knows I need a good time. Plus, he’s hot.”

Bennett moves his hand over his jaw. “Yeah, he’s dating someone.”

“Ugh.” I crumple up my napkin and then toss it to the center of the table. “Figures. Might have been weird anyway, dating one of your teammates.”

“Yeah…probably.”

“Well, if he ever does become available, let me know.” I stand and take a sip of my drink. “I’d love to get to know him. This girl is starting a new chapter in her life, and I’m bound and determined to get out there and meet people. Who knows, maybe the right guy is somewhere in the city looking for a slightly bookish type who doesn’t have the best filter. Could be a perfect match.” I offer him a wink and then take off toward the bathroom to get ready for bed.







CHAPTER 4

BENNETT

“Did you see that? The giraffe took the lettuce from my hand with its tongue. Simply magnificent,” OC says as he marvels at the giraffes in front of him, putting on a show for the camera.

“Cut, that’s great. Thank you,” the director says. “That should be good for today.”

“You don’t want to do that one scene I suggested?” OC asks, hope in his eyes.

“Um, that’s okay.” The director nods at OC. “Maybe next time.”

OC winks at the director. “I’m holding you to that.” Then he walks over to me and sighs. “Damn it.”

“What was the scene you wanted to do?”

OC turns to me and says, “I had a vision. It was supposed to be with me and Graydon, but since he bounced early from these PR promos, I was going to suggest you.”

“Yeah, and what did you suggest?” I ask, knowing damn well whatever he’s about to say, Graydon never would have participated.

This trio of ours, I’d describe it as eclectic. We have the grumpy, broody asshole football player who’s struggling with his feelings for a certain flamingo zookeeper. OC, who plays the fool, can be intensely annoying but also has a huge heart. And then me, who is smack dab in the middle of those two personalities. I can be grumpy, but not like Graydon, who snorts steam when he’s angry. And I can get on board with OC’s antics, but not to the extent where I’m poking the bear—­that is Graydon—­that should never be poked.

“My thought was we reenact the scene from Ghost with Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze, where he holds her from behind and teaches her how to work the clay, but instead of clay, it’s me helping you feed the giraffes while whispering into your ear.”

Given the joy in his expression as he tells me his idea, I almost feel bad telling him he’s an idiot, but that doesn’t stop me.

“You’re an idiot.”

His expression falls. “You know, I’d expect that kind of response from Graydon, but not from you.”

“I think you should expect that response from anyone you tell that idea to.” My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out, seeing two messages, which I must have missed while I was watching OC “delicately” feed a giraffe.

The first one’s from Nolan.

Nolan: By the gate when you’re ready.

I quickly shoot him a text back, letting him know I’ll be right out. I had to take my car in for some new tires today and Nolan said he’d help me out.

The next text is from Bower, which of course makes me smile because I’m a fucking fool and can’t help it.

Bower: Okay, don’t get mad, but I might have spilled some juice on your carpet. I have spent a lot of time trying to make it seem like it didn’t happen. But this V8 juice you got has some powerful staining capabilities and you can still see a faint outline of it. I’m headed to the store to get more products to clean it, but just in case you get home and see it, I didn’t want you to think I’d been stabbed and stolen. It was just me being clumsy. Also, I’m sorry and I promise I’ll get it out.

Hell, is it too pathetic of me to want her to keep the stain, because then it will remind me of her every time I walk past it?

Probably.

Bennett: Don’t worry if you can’t get it out. It’s fine. No biggie.

“Who are you cheating on me with?” OC asks, arms folded, looking irritated.

“What?” I ask, pocketing my phone and waving to the crew as I take off and head toward the back gate exit.

“I can tell you’re cheating on me with someone you’re texting.”

“Can you not say I’m cheating on you? Jesus, man.”

“Is it Graydon? Do you guys have a secret text thread that I’m not included in? Because that would just about kill me. You know I’m already struggling with the trade, this new PR situation, and not being able to fix things with my ex. I’m delicate.”

“Trust me, I know. Delicate and…needy.”

He follows
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