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PROLOGUE

GRAYDON

“There is a reason you’re all here today, and it’s because you’ve single-­handedly made every major sporting team in San Francisco unbearable to watch, unlikeable, and frankly, a mockery.”

“Um, I was actually just traded here,” the guy on the end says while raising his hand.

“Which says a lot about the trade, doesn’t it?”

Fuck, good burn.

Gretchen Michaels, San Francisco’s most sought-­after crisis PR manager, picks up one of the three files on the desk in front of her and pushes her chestnut-­brown hair over her shoulder. Wearing a bright-­red pencil skirt and matching button-­up shirt, she gives off the impression that if you fuck with her, she has no problem ripping your testicles straight from your body. “Graydon St. John. Defensive end for the San Francisco Foghorns. In nine years of starting, you’ve secured a losing record for your team, appeared in zero playoff games, and disappointed the fans to the point of having to promote half-­price games throughout the year just to get fans to come and support you.”

“Ouch,” the guy on the end says while rubbing the tops of his thighs.

I flash a death-­inducing glare his way, and he winces, shrinking back into his chair.

Gretchen sets my file down and picks up the one next to it. Flipping it open with precision, she says, “Bennett Brinkman. Third baseman for the San Francisco Bombers. Currently playing your second full year with the team, and because you were not with them during their infamous cheating scandal, you’re one of the few faces on the team who could save the franchise at this point.” She glances up at him and purses her lips. “But given your lack of personality, I think the chances of saving the team’s catastrophic 27 percent drop in merchandise sales are disappointingly low.”

Jesus.

She picks up the last file, and from the corner of my eye, I catch the guy fidgeting in his seat. Clearing her throat, she keeps her head down, but her eyes lift to look at him. “Oden ‘OC’ O’Connor.”

“Present,” he says, raising his hand like a dweeb.

“Put your hand down.” He snatches his hand out of the air and rests it on his lap as she continues. “Left wing for the new hockey expansion team, the San Francisco Rogue. Created by a group of the most ruthless investors with the need to win, the team has brought together all the bad blood of the hockey scene. With a take-­no-­prisoners model and a number one goal of fighting with fists out on the ice, they haven’t really been welcomed into the Bay Area, which is why you’re here. Apparently, your connection to the Vancouver Agitators is supposed to help transition some good faith over to the team.”

“Aw, I love being used.”

Gretchen’s brow rises. “Are you always this mouthy?”

“Are you always this…schoolmarmy?”

“Excuse me?” She sets the file down, and he straightens in his seat, then gestures to the room.

“Sorry, but don’t you think this is a little much? Intense? I thought we came here to get assigned some after-­work activities and be done, but I don’t know, you’re bringing down the hammer on things that are not our fault.” He glances over at me. “Well, besides you. Given your team record, it seems like your defense might not be up to snuff?”

I nearly growl as I hold back the tongue-­lashing I want to give him.



The Foghorns suck, but not because of our defense. We can’t develop a franchise quarterback because our offensive line is so goddamn terrible that the fucking guy spends most games running around trying to save his own damn life from people like me rather than throwing the ball.

“Actually, the reason Graydon is here is because he’s the one player on the team who knows what he’s doing,” Gretchen says before I can tear this new guy a fresh asshole.

He winces. “Whoops, wrong call on the jab, then.” He offers me a thumbs-­up. “Proud of you, big guy.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “Can we get to the point, please?”

She moves toward the front of the desk, leans against it, and crosses her arms. “For the next few months, you’ll be spending every hour off the field and ice attempting to change the public opinion about your team.”

“What does that mean?” I ask, irritation flooding me because this is the last fucking thing I need right now.

“It means that your face will be plastered all over every form of social media available. There will be news outlets and media picking up your stories. Your daily life will be put under a microscope, just so your teams can make a few more bucks and salvage what shitty perception they’re barely hanging on to.”

The room falls silent as her words slice through all three of us.

When I was drafted to play football professionally, I knew there’d be a side of the sport that wouldn’t mesh with my lifestyle, and that’s being in the public eye. I grew up with a father who was a professional football player, and I saw what the public’s opinion could do to someone.

I know the damage.

Lived the damage.

The nimrod on the end is the one to break the silence as he says, “Well, aren’t you a ray of sunshine.”

Gretchen’s head snaps in his direction, causing him to shift in his seat. She pushes off the desk and opens another folder, only to hand us each a piece of paper. “Your first assignment is with the San Francisco Zoo.”

She has to be fucking kidding me.

“A zoo?” I deadpan. “How the fuck is volunteering at a zoo going to help with public image?”

“People like animals, my man,” the hockey player says as he examines the leaflet.

“I’m not your man,” I snap back.

Gretchen slams the folder on the desk, bringing all of our attention back to her. “It’s best that you three get along, because if there’s one thing I know for sure, none of you have a clause in your contract that prevents you from mandatory public service, which means all three of you will be spending a lot of time with each other over the next couple of months.” She smirks and then moves around her desk. “Any questions?”

“What if we say no?” I ask, because this is the last thing I want.

Letting the public into my life brings questions.

Questions breach privacy.

And privacy is everything to me.

Gretchen smirks at me as she sits on the desk and crosses one leg over the other. “You don’t have the option to say no.”

Fuck.







CHAPTER 1

GRAYDON

Three…two…one…

I drop the battle ropes to the ground, my shoulders burning. “Fuck!” I yell as my hands fall to my hips and I walk off the fatigue from the physical exertion I just put myself through.

“Jesus, man. I think the seagulls out on the bay just heard that.”

Hutton Marshall, wide receiver for the Foghorns, and the only glimmer of hope for the offense, hands me my water bottle.

I squirt some water into my mouth and continue to pace, letting my shoulders take a break after a grueling workout.

“Any reason you seem like you’re ready to rip someone’s head off?”

I pick up a white towel with the Foghorns logo printed on it and wipe away the sweat dripping down my face, neck, and chest.

Turning to him, I ask, “Does your contract state that you can’t be forced into any mandatory public appearances with the team?”

“Doesn’t everybody’s?” he asks, as if it’s a dumb question. “And if I’m required to show up, I’m compensated. Why? Is that not in your contract?”

I shake my head, already dreaming up the email that fires my agent. “No, it’s not,” I growl before squirting more water in my mouth. “Which is why I have to go to the fucking zoo today for some new initiative to make the team look better.”

“Wait…what?” he asks.



“Apparently, the owners of the Foghorns, Bombers, and Rogue came up with a bullshit plan to create a sense of community with the sports teams here, and I’m the lucky motherfucker who was picked for the job.”

“Shit.” He chuckles, which makes me shoot a glare his way. At six foot five and two hundred and eighty-eight pounds of rock-­hard muscle, I’m not a fucker to be messed with. “I mean, uh…dude, that sucks. Can’t your agent get you out of it?”

“No, he’s the dickhead who got me into this mess.”

And sure, I told him to lock me in with the Foghorns with a no-­trade clause so I could remain here for the longevity of my career, but Jesus Christ, I didn’t mean give away all my goddamn rights.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’m going to a fucking zoo today.”

He winces. “By yourself?”

I shake my head and move toward the mats, where I grab a band and start stretching my sore muscles. “No. There are two dickheads from the Bombers and the Rogue coming too.”

“Is it Asher Peppers?” Hutton asks. “I went to school with him at Brentwood. When I moved back here, I tried meeting up with him, but he’s been a recluse.”

“No, some new kid. He didn’t speak once the entire time. Bennett Brinkman.”

“Oh yeah, he’s the third baseman. Fucking killer of an arm. He has potential to be a franchise player.”

“How do you know this?” I ask.

“I pay attention to what’s going on in our city. Doesn’t hurt to make friends with people other than me, you know?”

“I’m barely friends with you.”

He clutches his chest. “You wound me, man.” He helps me stretch my hamstrings as I lie back and he pushes at my ankle. “Who’s the other guy?”

I roll my eyes. “Some clown who’s going to test me.”



A smile creeps over his mouth. “Is it Oden O’Connor?”

“How the fuck do you know that?”

He chuckles. “He’s the only Rogue player I could think of who’d be even slightly marketable to the public. The rest of the team are a bunch of assholes, castaways, and players who are too much of a problem to deal with. The owners put them all on the same team. It’s going to be a recipe for disaster, and I can’t fucking wait to watch it play out.”

“Well, he’s a moron.”

“I’ve seen his socials; he’s more…lighthearted. He came from the Vancouver Agitators. I remember the uproar around the trade. I don’t think the dude has a fighting chance on that team. They’re going to eat him up.”

“Why did they sign him if he’s not like the others?” I ask, hating my curiosity because the less I know about the other guys, the better.

“Because they needed someone fast and someone who could score; he was the one.”

“Well, he seems like a tool.”

I switch legs and Hutton pushes at my heel, almost giving me more of a stretch than I can handle, but I breathe it out.

“So what do you think you’re going to do at the zoo?” he asks.

“No fucking idea, but I can tell you one thing I won’t be doing.”

“Making friends?”

“That and picking up animal shit.”

“They’re not going to have you do that. If anything, they’ll probably take pictures of you holding your arm out while a bird rests on you. People will think it’s cute and then you move on with your life. Seriously, this public appearance shit is a breeze. Show up, smile, move on.”

“Yeah, I fucking hope so.”

[image: ]

Gretchen Michaels: Reminder: You’re expected to smile, take pictures, and sign anything held your way. You are yes-­men, you’re there to help, show interest, and attempt to look like God’s gift to San Francisco. Any other behavior, and you’ll be fined by your respective teams.

I stare down at the text and hold back a growl. I don’t think I’ve ever hated a woman the way I hate her.

Sign everything held my way?

That’s easy for her to say. She doesn’t have to protect the value of her autograph. I barely sign anything now unless it’s for a kid because I learned from Daddy Dearest to limit autographs as much as possible. Looks like that’s about to change.

Grumbling, I open the door to my truck and heft my sore body onto the paved concrete of the back lot of the zoo. Luckily, they allowed us the option of private parking to avoid any run-­ins with fans.

As I lock up my truck, I glance down at the two text messages waiting to be opened.

One from Gretchen…and one from my dad.

Gretchen: Meet up at Gate B, your zookeeper and Phil will be waiting for you.

Next I pull up the text from my dad as my shoulders tense just from his name popping up on my screen.

Troy St. John: Don’t let this zoo situation distract you from what the hell you’re really supposed to be doing. You need to be focused, because I’ll be damned if you embarrass me.

What a fuckwit.

As if I fucking care what he thinks.



Pocketing my phone, I start to head toward the gate but spot Oden O’Connor standing directly in front of me.

“Jesus,” I say, taking a step back. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Thought we could walk in together.”

I adjust my black shirt before moving past him and saying, “I’m good.”

“You know, I think we got off on the wrong foot,” he says as he matches my stride. “Trust me, this is the last fucking thing I want to do as well.”

Ignoring him, I keep pushing forward toward the green gate marked with a B.

“And it might not hurt to, I don’t know, communicate since we’re in this together.”

“You can fuck off,” I say, reaching the gate just as it opens, with Gretchen and Bennett standing on the other side.

“You’re late,” Gretchen says.

“The fuck I am,” I say. “I’m five minutes early.”

“Which means you’re late. I wanted you here at least ten minutes early.”

Who the fuck does she think she is?

“Then maybe you should say that,” I shoot back, really not in the mood for her sass, or anyone’s for that matter.

I’m a moody dick as it is, but put me in a situation I don’t want to be in and you make me almost unbearable.

She purses her lips and gives me a slow once-­over as she juts her hip out, looking to put me in my place. “Might I remind you about the attitude you’re supposed to have at these outings?”

“We’re still backstage,” I say. “Out of the public eye.”

“But there are employees all around.” She clenches her teeth. “So plaster a smile on that disgruntled face of yours and act the part.”

From the corner of my eye, I catch OC smirk, which of course makes me want to smack him right into the fence, but I hold back the urge, creating another layer of tension that tightens my shoulders.



“Follow me, boys.” In her pencil skirt, she leads the way through the back area of the zoo. Dirty golf carts are lined up one right after the other, while dumpsters, shovels, wheelbarrows, and bins flank the sides of the worn-­down, paint-­chipped buildings. Seems like they only put their money into the publicly viewed spaces.

We zigzag through some alleyways and then pass through the door of a large building with a thatched roof. Impractical, but also not my problem.

When we enter, a balding man in a navy blue suit with an annoyingly cheery disposition greets us. His eyes light up with excitement as we approach—­he’s clearly a fan despite our terrible reputations.

Gretchen clears her throat and says, “I would like you to meet Phil Foreman. He’s the VP of public relations at the zoo. We’ve spent a great deal of time on the phone and he can’t be more excited to have you three here, helping and bringing more awareness to the zoo. Phil, please meet Bennett, Oden, and Graydon.”

Phil steps forward and shakes our hands. I offer him a curt smile and try to erase the permanent scowl from my forehead.

“What an absolute pleasure to meet you,” Phil says as he clasps his hands together in front of him. “When Gretchen proposed the idea of having you come out and help around the zoo, I must say, I squealed in excitement.”

Squealed?

Who says—­

“I might have squealed myself,” OC says, rocking on his heels. “Love animals.”

Oh, that’s who.

What a fucking kiss-­ass. Jesus, and he thought we were going to be friends and commiserate? Not going to fucking happen.

“Then you’re in the right place,” Phil says. He turns to Gretchen and asks, “Have you informed them of what they’ll be doing?”



Gretchen shakes her head and smiles. “I thought I’d give you that honor.”

“Oh, wonderful. Well then, follow me.”

Follow him?

Why does this feel like a setup?

He leads us out of the building and straight into the main area of the zoo. I half expected a media session with cameras and a photo opportunity, but instead, he offers us a seat on a three-­row golf cart.

Huh, maybe the media opportunity is somewhere else.

Since I’m the biggest guy here, I hop on the back of the golf cart on the rear-­facing seat, only for OC to slide in right next to me.

“What the hell are you doing?” I snarl at him, trying to move my shoulder away from his.

“Catching a ride. Not going to fucking walk next to the golf cart.”

“Sit next to that Phil guy,” I reply, wanting to spread my goddamn legs.

“There’s a cooler up there.”

“Are we fighting?” Gretchen asks, turning around from where she’s seated next to Bennett.

“Nope,” I say as I try to move my body as close to my side as possible, but I feel like a sardine next to OC. The guy isn’t as big as me, but he’s still fucking huge, and I’m sure it’s a comical sight watching us try to fit into this golf cart together.

“Hold on,” Phil says as he starts the golf cart and pushes forward. “Whoa, this baby has probably never carried around this amount of muscle.”

I refrain from rolling my eyes as we move through the zoo, onlookers pointing as we drive by.

Camera phones point at us.

Visitors gawk.

And I can feel my defenses rising.

I’m already uncomfortable.



And it’s been five minutes.

Phil pulls up shortly to another building and puts the golf cart in park. When he hops out, he gestures to us to follow him behind a fence, out of the public eye.

Once again, there’s no media anywhere.

What the hell is going on?

We gather around, OC standing next to me, Bennett next to him, and Gretchen tapping away on her phone as Phil clasps his hands together looking like a proud motherfucker about to deliver us delightful news.

My guess is, I’m about to despise what comes out of his mouth.

Clearing his throat, he smiles at us. “This is an opportunity we never thought we’d secure, so to have you three here means so much to the board of directors, our staff, and most importantly, our animals.” Yeah, because animals can sense three celebrity athletes in the confines of their captivity. “Since Gretchen didn’t break the news to you, I’ll bring you up to speed.” Irritation creeps up my neck because I can feel it; I know it’s coming. This is not going to be an easy media day. No, I think I’m about to be sentenced. “For the next two months, you will be the official liaisons for the zoo, focusing with zookeepers on a specific animal to raise awareness, generate funds, and create a habitat that enriches the visitors’ experience.”

The fuck did he just say?

Did he just say two months?

Two fucking months?

“Wait, two months?” I ask as Gretchen tears her eyes off her phone and stares me down, a warning in the form of a devil’s gaze.

“Yes, I know, we wish it was longer too,” Phil replies.

Not what I was getting at.

“But you are welcome to help out longer once you become acquainted. It will probably be hard to step away once you get into the swing of things and start interacting with the animals.”



Trust me, I’m willing to step away right fucking now.

Phil rubs his hands together. “I know what you must be thinking…”

I hope my agent burns in hell—­that’s what I’m thinking.

“What animal are you going to be assigned to? Well, this is the best part.” He pauses for effect, as if we’re waiting for the results with uncontained glee. Between the three of us jackasses, my money is on OC to actually be excited.

“Bennett, you’ll be with the lions.”

I glance at Bennett, who nods with a soft smile. Such a newbie; life as a professional athlete hasn’t scarred him yet.

“Oden, you’ll be with the giraffes.”

“I fucking love giraffes,” OC says with way too much pep.

“Language,” Gretchen warns.

“Right. Sorry.”

“And Graydon…” He pauses, and I swear, for a fucking second, I can see an evil glint in his eye. Like what he’s about to say is a part of some master plan to piss me off. “We paired you with the flamingos.”

Flamingos?

OC snorts next to me.

The corner of Bennett’s lip turns up.

And Gretchen doesn’t even bother hiding her delight.

He’s kidding, right?

I have to be paired with fucking flamingos?

For two months?

“Flamingos? Really?” I ask.

Phil nods. “Yes…flamingos.”

No.

Fucking.

Way.







CHAPTER 2

MAPLE

“I don’t know, Big Hermy, I think this could be a bad idea.”

My light pink flamingo friend stares at me with his sand-­colored eye, his head cocked to the side, waiting for some pellets.

“I really wish you could talk back. I think you would have some good advice for me. I can see the wisdom you hold in your one eye.”

He squawks, and I nod. “No, no, I’m not making fun of your one eye. I think it’s dignified. Having one eye is the new thing and actually trendy. It’s why you’re the king of the lagoon. No one is going to mess with someone who survived a jackal attack.”

“Maple,” Kylie calls out from the shack. “They’re here.”

Ugh, great.

I stand and brush off my butt. “That’s my cue. Wish me luck, Big Hermy. I’m going to need it.”

I pick up my bag of pellets and head over to the Flamingo Shack, also known as our office. I set the pellets on the table next to the door, then grab some hand sanitizer and work my way to the main office, where I pause as I hear some whispering on the other side of the swinging door.

“Flamingos? Fucking flamingos. Gretchen, you can’t be serious. Bennett and OC get lions and giraffes, and I get a pink-­feathered dipshit on stilts?”

Um…pardon me?

“The team thought it would be the best animal to gain the most sympathy and appreciation,” the lady who I’m assuming is Gretchen replies.

“This is a fucking joke. What am I supposed to do for two months with these asinine animals? Does anyone even care about them? Are they even endangered?”

Um, I do.

I care about them like they’re my own children.

“I have no idea, but get it together because this is not optional. This is mandatory.”

“Jesus Christ,” the guy mumbles. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you? You know I can’t fucking say no, and you’re going to continue to twist the knife until I give in.”

“I’m not twisting a knife. I’m attempting to help you gain a positive reputation.”

“By pairing me with a fucking flamingo? What a goddamn joke. I mean, no offense, but I don’t want to spend my days fawning over a pink bird.”

A goddamn joke?

Um, sir, I take offense to that.

“Yes, and you’re going to put on a smile while doing it. Now get it together,” Gretchen answers before I hear them walk away.

I stand still, allowing his savage words to sink in.

He’s…he’s so rude.

How dare he insult flamingos like that? Pink-­feathered dipshit on stilts? That’s just so mean. They’re anything but dipshits. They’re ecosystem engineers and a vital component to the wetlands. And it seems like someone needs an education on the matter.

And I will be sure to be the one that gives him a first-­class talking-­to. When he’s done at this zoo, he’ll…he’ll be composing sonnets about my precious birds. That’s right.

Sonnets!



Head held high, I push through the door and come face to…chest with the largest brick wall of a human I’ve ever seen.

Good God, that’s a lot of man in one body.

Slowly, my eyes trail up a tight black shirt where well-­formed muscles pull on the threads, to a thick neck with traps that nearly touch his ears, to a square jaw covered in a five-­o’clock shadow, and dark, menacing eyes that almost resemble the color of an obsidian stone. His full and tousled pitch-­black locks are artfully shaped into a fauxhawk, making him seem incredibly dangerous. The shorter sides sharpen the angle of his jaw, while the style screams rebellious, flamingo-­hating…douche.

“There she is,” Phil says as he comes over to me. “Maple, I’d like you to meet your new partner in crime.” I glance over to where two other very fit, very tall brickhouse men stand, one expressionless, the other nearly bouncing on his toes with joy. “This is Graydon St. John, the defensive end for the Foghorns. Graydon, meet Maple, one of our flamingo zookeepers and your liaison for the next two months.”

A pained expression crosses his stern features before the corners of his lips slightly angle up. He holds out his bearlike paw of a hand and says, “Nice to meet you.”

Because I’m not someone to stir up trouble, I plaster on a smile and shake the flamingo-­hater’s hand. “It’s very nice to meet you. We’re excited to have you here helping with our precious birds.”

He shifts on his feet and sticks his hands in his pockets. “Yeah…same.” Ooh, I really felt the excitement. Gretchen elbows him in the side, causing him to stand taller and mutter, “Really excited.”

Yeah, I can tell.

Insert eye roll.

Why? Why is this the guy I had to end up with? Why not the smiling fool behind him? Or even the silent one next to him? No, I get the annoyed, brooding asshole.

“Well, I’ll let Maple catch you up on everything flamingos while I take Oden and Bennett to meet their zookeepers. So glad that you’re here, Graydon.”

Phil guides the other two out the door right before Gretchen exchanges a challenging look with Graydon. She mutters something under her breath and then takes off, leaving me alone with the intimidating giant.

“So,” I say, feeling incredibly awkward. “Do you happen to know anything about this project?”

“No,” he says, his voice curt, uninterested.

Boy, is this going to be fun.

“Well, maybe we should take a seat somewhere, and I’ll give you a rundown of what’s going on.”

“Sure,” he answers, his eyes studying me for a second longer before he moves.

With that riveting start to the conversation, I guide him to the small bistro table we keep near the fridge that holds some of the brine of shrimp, krill, flies, and mollusks that we feed the flamingos.

He stares down at the wrought-­iron chair for a beat too long and then grumbles something under his breath as he squeezes into the space, his shoulders kissing the wall and the side of the fridge, causing them to turn in, and his hands to forcefully rest on his lap in front of him. His legs, long and as sturdy as freaking tree trunks, stretch well beyond the confines of the table’s width and into my personal table space. If only I had a camera.

Just for the hell of it, I ask, “Uh, are you comfortable?”

“I’m fine,” he scoffs as he shifts, trying to make the best of what little space he has. Not wanting to make him too comfortable since he verbally assaulted my friends, I sit and cross one leg over the other, completely content. “As you know, we’re looking for help here at the zoo because we’re trying to expand our facilities. Not sure if you were able to see it or not, but our flamingo lagoon is quite small, and our facilities are incredibly dated.”



He glances around the room at the scuffed-­up walls and chipped cabinets. “I’ve seen better.”

Way to not sugarcoat it.

“Well, yes, I’m sure your facilities are much better than ours, which is one of the reasons we need your help. A series of events, fundraisers, and grants are coming up in the next two months that could really help us grow and expand, add a few updates here and there that we’re desperate for. A celebrity endorsement can help our chances, especially at certain events.”

“Okay, so what? I need to go to a few parties?” Could he be any more uninterested?

“Well, yes, but also, we’re putting together a campaign that doesn’t just show you at events but shows you helping out at the zoo as well, almost like a vlog. We know it can’t be daily, but weekly is what we’re looking for. I believe the Foghorns offered two to three times a week, depending on your schedule.”

His eyes nearly fly out of his head as he says, “Two to three times a week? Doing what?”

If only Gretchen were here to elbow him and tell him to watch what he says. Doubtful she would like his most recent response.

“Well, cleaning the—­”

“Cleaning?” His brow rises. “Cleaning what?”

“If you’d let me finish,” I answer, the tension between us growing, “you would have heard me say, cleaning the enclosure, feeding once trained, and basic animal care, as if you were an intern.”

He rubs his lips together, avoiding all eye contact with me. “Don’t you have employees to do that?”

“We’re actually short-­staffed at the moment. We’re looking to bring on someone else, but finding someone with the experience we need has been hard. After the avian flu broke out, there was a decline in flamboyance all around the country, leaving zookeepers to focus on other animals.”



“Flamboyance?” he asks with a quirk of his brow.

“That would be a group of flamingos.”

“Ah.” He blows out a heavy breath. “Okay, so what, I just show up here, do some chores, and then leave?”

“Well, yes, but—­”

“Great.” He lifts from the table. “Then send me a schedule.” He holds his hand out to me, and I study it for a second, insulted at his abrupt departure.

So that’s that?

He’s just going to shake on it and leave?

You know, if I had half the courage I wish I did, I’d swat his hand away and tell him to sit back down because I’m not finished with him. But I’m afraid to admit I’m weak and haven’t quite established a backbone yet, so demanding that a man four times my size take a seat is not in my wheelhouse.

Instead, I stand as well, reach out and take his hand in mine to give it a shake, but he looks at me as if I’ve grown three heads, two of them being flamingos, before he shakes me off.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Giving you a handshake? Or were you looking for a high five?”

“I was looking for your phone so I could give you my number so you could send me the schedule.”

Well, that wasn’t obvious at all.

Grumbling, I reach into my pocket and say, “Words accompanying the hand would have been helpful.”

I unlock my phone and hand it to him, only to find him staring at me with mild curiosity.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he replies as he punches his number into my phone. When he hands it back to me, he says, “I put my number under Graydon St. John.”



“Wow, novel idea, since that’s your name.”

The smallest of twitches appears around his lips, which only pisses me off even more because I find nothing about this funny. Not a single thing. When Phil came to me about the prospect of attaching a celebrity to my efforts to upgrade our facilities, hope and ideas bloomed inside me. I know that with a big name attached to your events, more people pay attention. But now that I see that the person I’m going to have to work with is only willing to give the bare minimum, all of that hope has been quickly extinguished.

“Is there…a problem?” he asks, folding his massive arms over his equally massive chest. Dear God, the muscles on this man. I think if I told him to, he could lift the crustacean fridge with one hand right over his head.

“No,” I answer.

He studies me for a moment, his dark gaze swooping over me, intimidating me, making me want to shrink right back down into my chair.

“You’re lying.”

He just calls it like he sees it, huh?

Well, maybe I will do the same.

Holding my chin up high, I say, “You know what? Yes, I am lying. Because this program means a lot to me and those…those birds that you seem to think are pink-­feathered dipshits on stilts, they mean the world to me too.” His brows rise. “Yeah…I heard what you said. And you might not want to be here, but I do, and I want nothing more than to help out these birds that have done nothing to the human race other than grace us with their beauty. So…buck up, mister.” I clear my throat, my nerves getting the best of me as I shakily hold my finger out to him, attempting to give him the scolding of a lifetime. “Because I’m here to say that you…you are now under my jurisdiction, and we…we work here. This is not some cushy job where you can roll in and pretend to put in the work. Unlike the Foghorns, I intend to win.”



My finger shakes as I lower it back down to my hip.

I know nothing about the Foghorns other than that they don’t win a lot.

I know nothing about him other than that he’s the largest man I’ve ever seen in real life.

And I know nothing about his work ethic other than that he clearly has no problem insulting things before he even gives them a chance.

But there is one thing I do know: my insult does not go over well.

When my eyes meet his, I wince as I watch his expression grow dark and angry. And for a moment, I get the sense that the look he’s giving me is the same one he gives his opponent right before a match.

Is that what they call it?

A match?

Honestly, I know nothing about football.

What is a defending end, anyway? Is that what Phil called it?

Either way, his nostrils flare, his teeth grind together, and his chin juts out in anger.

Oh boy…

He steps in closer, my eyes even with his nipples, causing me to have to crane my neck back to look at him.

Speaking in a dark, rather deathly tone, he says, “You know nothing about my work ethic.”

My legs shake under me, his intimidation factor winning, because boy oh boy, do I wish I was anywhere but here, in the path of a goliath of a man holding back his transformation into what I can only imagine to be a beastly, snarly mythical creature that eats chest cavities for a snack.

But to my credit, I don’t back down.

“Yeah, well…prove me wrong,” I say, the need to pee my pants as we stand nose to nipple very evident.

“I don’t have to prove anything to you.”

“But you do have to prove something to the public, right?”



“I do what the fuck I want.”

Still shaking, I respond, “Ah, so it was your idea to come here and play with pink birds?”

His nostrils flare even wider, and he takes a step back, his jaw tight and his anger billowing. I think I know why this man plays football. It seems like he has a lot of aggression built up inside him.

“Just send me the schedule when it’s ready.” He blows past me and tears open a door, walking right into a closet.

“Exit is that way,” I say, pointing to another door as he swears under his breath.

Wow, this is going to be so much fun…







CHAPTER 3

GRAYDON

My leg bounces as I wait outside my coach’s office.

We’re not in season yet, given that it’s July, but we are about to start training camp soon, which means I don’t have time to dedicate two to three days a week to fucking flamingos. There has to have been a mistake, because this won’t work for me, and my coach is about to hear about it.

A pair of heels clicks across the hall, pulling my attention, and when I see Gretchen head in my direction in a red power suit, I groan out loud.

Jesus.

Christ.

What the hell is she doing here?

“Well, if it isn’t my least favorite player. So glad I was called into your stadium on a day that I should be working in my office.”

“I didn’t call you in here,” I say.

“Yes, but I apparently have to be present for whatever you’re about to whine to your coach about.”

The door flies open, and Coach Keenan gives me a disgusted once-­over before offering a smile to Gretchen. “Shall we?”

“I think we shall.” She walks in, and I lift from my chair with a grunt before entering the large room covered in accolades…from when he was coaching other teams.

Gretchen sits in one of the chairs across from his desk while I choose to stand and lean against the far wall, crossing my arms indignantly.



Coach Keenan’s bald head reflects the light from the window behind him as he leans back in his chair and picks up a pen. Whenever you have a conversation with him, the man always needs to fidget with something. A pen, pieces of paper…his underwear. Yeah, I was present once when he picked a wedgie from the depths of his ass.

Incredibly unpleasant experience.

“Care to explain why you called this emergency meeting about your new assignment?” he asks.

“How do you know it’s about the assignment?” I ask.

“Because you were just assigned it yesterday, and you immediately asked for a meeting. I’m intelligent, Saint. I can put two and two together.”

“Don’t call me that,” I say through a clenched jaw.

He fucking knows not to call me that.

That there is only one person on this earth who is allowed to call me that.

And yet, he likes to push my goddamn buttons the minute I get into his office.

He shrugs. “Oops.”

The smile that tugs at his lips shows me that he’s nothing but an indignant fuck who doesn’t want the best for his players but rather plays politics to keep his job. It’s one of the top reasons I hate him.

Not wanting to stay here any longer than I have to, I say, “I can’t dedicate the time they need for me to be there at the zoo with training camp coming up soon.”

“Training camp isn’t for three weeks,” Coach Keenan counters. “That gives you plenty of time to help out at the zoo.”

I attempt not to crack my teeth from how irritated I am. “You know I have a training schedule I follow to get ready for camp. I’m not going to show up not in top physical form and let my boys down.”

“Pretty sure your training sessions aren’t all day, and if they are, I need to speak to the training staff because maybe your fatigue is one of the reasons we can’t win a game.”



This…mother…fucker.

The only reason we’re not annihilated out on the field is because of my defensive line and the pressure we apply on the opposing team’s quarterback.

Then again, he’s always been a cocksure asshole who thinks his game play is the only way to play the game. Seems like our record has a different opinion.

Sensing the tension, Gretchen steps in. “It’s only a few hours a week, Graydon. I’m sure you can swing it.”

I shoot a glare in her direction. “And was it your idea to pair me with the fucking flamingos?”

“No, that was your coach’s and Phil’s,” she answers. “I asked him what animal he thought would best boost the team’s image, and he and Phil picked the flamingo.”

Coach Keenan clicks his pen. “They’re something that just stuck out to me. Seeing you care for such…delicate birds. It would really put a smile on my face.”

My anger roaring to life, I shoot my arm out to the side. “This is bullshit, and you know it. I shouldn’t be the one parading out there in the public eye. It should be Marshall or Trivet…or how about Bateman, who can’t seem to get the public on his side since he gets sacked every other play? Someone from offense to gain the public’s trust.”

Coach Keenan straightens up. “Please inform me, Saint, when you became the coach of this team. Because it seems that you’re under the impression that you’re the one who makes the decisions.”

“Someone needs to be fucking smart about this,” I shoot back, unable to rein in my temper.

It’s true though, there seems to be a lack of intelligence in this organization. Why would they choose me to try to gather some “team spirit” when I’m not only one of the least personable players on the team but also the one that doesn’t need to prove himself to the fans?



The offensive line should be the ones going on some sort of “­apology/please like us” tour. Not me.

I make no sense as the chosen one.

Sure, I might not want to do this, and when it comes down to it, do I really have a hatred for flamingos? Honestly, I’m indifferent, but take away my time and force me to hang out at a zoo doing God knows what…yeah, I’m going to be a cranky ass about it, because I have better things to do with my life.

This is not a job for me, this is a job for someone who has a personality like…like OC.

Coach Keenan slowly nods. He’s calculating. I can see him plotting, and honestly, I don’t give a shit what he might be thinking in that pea-­sized brain of his. I don’t have many years left in the game. Retirement is around the corner for me. I won’t be traded because we made it clear in my contract that this is where I will rot. San Francisco is where I end my career. I banked my money, saved it, and when I do retire, I won’t have to worry about one goddamn thing. I can tuck away into an abyss and block myself off from the rest of the world.

Just the way I fucking want it.

“I suggest you leave my office before I ask the front office to leave you on permanent assignment with the damn flamingos throughout the season.” His eyes latch onto me. “And if I hear one more complaint about this, consider your sentence doubled.”

And there he goes, solidifying my thoughts on the intelligence in this organization. He’s running this team with his ego, not what little brain he has.

And his ego has been attempting to tear me down since the moment he got here.

Unfortunately, there is nothing I can do about it.

Growling, I tear the door open, ready to slam it shut when Gretchen calls out, “I touched base with Maple. She said she’d be sending you a schedule. I asked her to send it to me as well so I have an idea about your visits. We want to make sure you put in the time we promised the zoo.”

Irritated, I slam the door and start heading down the hallway just as there’s a ding on my phone.

I pull my phone out of my pocket and see that it’s a text from a strange number. Attached to it is a picture of a schedule that says I’m due to be at the zoo today at three.

Fucking perfect.

[image: ]

I slam my truck door and work my way to the green gate with the letter B. The sounds of birds chirping mixed with humans and what I want to believe are monkeys fill the air while the smell of manure engulfs me.

Unsure of what the day would entail, I chose an old pair of jeans and a gray Foghorns shirt because I received a text from Gretchen reminding me to dress the part.

I snidely replied, asking her if that meant my jersey, pads, and helmet. And she said if I wanted to look like a jackass, then I should go ahead.

Hands stuffed in my pockets, I close the space between me and the gate just as it cracks open. Expecting to see Maple, I instead find OC on the other side with a stupid fucking smile on his face.

Jesus.

Christ.

“Dude, why the scowl?”

“Don’t call me ‘dude,’” I say as I move past him, only to see Bennett standing on the other side of the gate as well.

Not sure what his deal is, but he seems like a goody-­two-­shoes. Someone who will do what he’s told without a complaint. I hate that kind of person.

“You know, I was thinking,” OC says, clearly not reading the room. “Since we’re all going to be in this together, don’t you think we should start a group chat?”



“No,” I answer as I look around. “What are we doing just standing here?”

“We were told to wait. Our zookeepers are coming to grab us,” Bennett says while he leans against the fence.

Huh, so he does have a voice.

“Back to the group chat,” OC answers. “I think it would be beneficial—­”

“What is your deal?” I ask, turning toward him. “Read the fucking room, man. We don’t want to be here. Don’t make it worse by wanting to start a group chat.”

“Bennett was into it.”

I glance over at Bennett, who just shrugs.

“Well, then keep it a duo,” I reply just as Maple and two other zookeepers step out of the building.

There she is.

My chest constricts as she heads in my direction, my eyes betraying me as they slowly work their way up her legs, over the curve of her hips, and right to her stunning face, where they remain.

And just like the first time I met her, the back of my neck heats up as I’m greeted with a soft, unsure smile.

She’s…gorgeous.

Breathtaking.

Not at all what I expected when I was told I would be working at the zoo. I had pictured in my head that I would be working with an old crotch of a man who was a fan but had an opinion on how I could improve my defensive line.

Since the moment I met her, I’ve wished she would transform into an older man with nose hair, but instead, I get her…beautifully stunning her.

The other two zookeepers flank her sides; one is a tall man in khaki shorts, a sun-­stained green polo, and a safari hat with the strings closed in tight under his chin. The other zookeeper is younger like Maple, but with a short pixie haircut, brown hair, and a fanny pack around her waist.

Safari hat speaks first. “You ready, Mr. O’Connor?”

“Dude, call me OC.” He pats the tall guy on the back. “I’m more than ready. Bring me to those giraffes.”

I hold back an intense eye roll. Not sure what glitter bomb crawled up his ass, but I plan on staying far away.

“Ready, Bennett?” the other zookeeper says as she pulls some ChapStick out of her fanny pack and coats her lips.

“Yup.” Bennett heads in her direction, leaving me with Maple.

Just like the other day, she’s wearing a pair of khaki pants, a green polo, and hiking boots, with her blond hair pulled back into a high ponytail, the loose strands braided. Her jet-­black eyelashes highlight her electric blue eyes, while her cheeks are sun-­kissed with a pink hue. There’s a spot on either side of her mouth where it seems like she has dimples, but from the scowl in her glare, I’m going to guess I won’t be able to find out if that’s true or not.

Not that I would want to.

Sure, she easily has one of the prettiest faces I’ve ever seen, and one hell of a curvy body, but that means nothing because she holds the key to my torture. And from the set in her shoulders and the attitude brimming in her body language, I can tell she’s going to have fun torturing me.

“Do I need to call you Mr. St. John, or can I just call you Graydon?”

I push off the fence and move toward her. “And here I thought you were going to call me douche bag.”

“Don’t tempt me,” she answers. Yup, she’s ripe.

I offer up one insult to a flock of fucking birds and now she has a vendetta against me?

Not that I really care.

I don’t care how people feel about me.

I don’t need to win over their affection or friendship. It’s better if they hate me. Actually, I prefer it since it means I don’t have to talk to people I don’t care about.

She opens the door to the building in front of us, and I grab it from her, allowing her to step under my arm and into the building.

Her eyes widen in surprise at the gesture, confirming that I’ve been an asshole. She didn’t expect something so simple as holding a door open for her.

And I hate to admit it, but that makes me feel…kind of shitty.

I’m the first to acknowledge, I’m not the nicest guy.

I’m grumpy.

I’m hard to work with.

And I have a truckload of baggage that no one wants to unpack, leaving me grouchy most of the time.

But not holding a door open? I’m not that big of an ass, right?

She slips past me and Jesus, for someone who works with bird shit on the daily, she smells fucking amazing. Like so fucking good that I find myself wanting to get another whiff.

She heads into the building, her braid swinging across the top of her shoulders, and I can see that she wants to thank me, but instead, she snags two Nalgene water bottles full of ice water off a table.

As she hands me one, she says, “Here. In case you get thirsty. You can leave it here or you can take it home with you. Just know that if you forget it, it’s the water fountain for you.”

I take the bottle with the zoo logo etched on it and my name scrolled across a piece of tape right below the logo. Whereas mine is brand new, Maple’s looks like it’s been through hell and back, with scrapes and gouges across the top, bottom, and sides.

“This way,” she says, directing me out a door and to a two-­person golf cart with a flatbed on the back. She takes a seat and nods at me. “Hop in.”

As if it’s that easy.

I move to the other side of the cart and bend down to try to fit my body inside the damn thing. My shoulders nearly take up the entire width of the bench seat, my head kisses the top, and my right leg has to hang off the side because there is absolutely no way I can squeeze into the minimal space provided.

When she glances in my direction, her eyes widen in surprise before they find humor in my situation and she stifles a laugh.

“Okay, taking note that I’ll have to ask for the Gator to better accommodate your size.”

I adjust, gripping the hood and attempting to get comfortable, but there’s really no use.

“Can we just walk to the flamingo exhibit?”

“Normally,” she says. “But today, I have to give you a tour of the zoo.”

“Is that necessary?”

“I would think so since you’re probably going to have to talk about it at some point, but if you’re confident enough to just wing interviews without an education on the topic, then I’m more than happy to hop out and walk to the flamingos.”

Smart-­ass.

“Just drive,” I huff, hanging on to the cart and my water bottle as she jolts it into motion.

Jesus Christ.

We make a left-­hand turn, tilting on two wheels as she directs the cart toward the front of the zoo, braking haphazardly by a rather large, blooming bush.

Visitors move in and out of view along the walkways, some with strollers and freshly purchased stuffed animals clutched in children’s arms, others exhausted and decked out in reusable cups dangling from their necks by lanyards. It’s giving amusement park vibes without the rides.

“We house over two thousand animals here, with two hundred and fifty species.”

Shit, that’s a lot of animals. I keep that to myself.



“The San Francisco Zoo is best known for Koko the gorilla. Are you aware of Koko?”

“Does it look like I’d be aware?”

She scoffs. “Right, what was I thinking?” She shifts, her shoulder touching mine. Even with how petite she is, there is absolutely no room to spare between us in this fucking thing, which also means I get a front-­row seat to her scent. What the fuck is that? Jesus Christ, it smells so damn good. “Koko was born here and was an avid communicator in American Sign Language. A real treasure on this earth.”

I nod.

“She also loved kittens and adopted and cared for many throughout her life. A very popular, sweet, loving animal.” She glances in my direction with an irritated gaze. “Not that it seems like you’d care, but she passed away in 2018. It was a devastating loss to so many.” She somberly sighs.

Unsure of what to do, I clear my throat. “Sorry for your loss.”

“I can tell you really mean that,” she says with sarcasm as she puts the golf cart into drive again and jolts us forward.

I mean, I sort of did mean it. Probably not as much as someone else would, but you know…a gorilla dying is sad.

“The zoo spans over one hundred acres, making it the biggest zoo in Northern California.”

“One hundred acres? That’s it?” I ask as my fingers dig into the top of the roof, keeping me locked into this miniature golf cart while she jolts around, moving from side to side like a madwoman. Who gave her the keys to this thing?

“That’s a lot of acreage.”

“Yeah, but not for a wild animal. They’re used to all the land they want.”

Her head snaps to look at me with those devastatingly beautiful eyes. Jesus, they’re even more blue when she’s angry. And crazed while driving.



Please look at where you’re going. For the love of God!

“Do not be one of those people.”

“What do you mean?” I nod toward the front of the cart, letting her know that she should be paying attention.

“The kind of person who puts down zoos by claiming the animals could be better off not held in captivity.”

“I mean…can’t they?” Why am I distracting her?

“For your information…Graydon…most of the animals we host here have been rescued from the human species, given a second chance in life to thrive, and provide us with the opportunity as zookeepers to educate others on the importance of conservation.” She brakes harshly at a four-­way stop, nearly slamming me into the windshield, and then she pushes forward again, flinging me back in my seat. What kind of horsepower does this thing have? “But then again, maybe your football-­addled brain can’t quite comprehend such a thing.”

Hey, that’s fucking rude.

“And I’ll have you know, we’ve spent hundreds of hours studying these animals, creating an environment for them that is natural to what they’re used to.” The cart skitters across the pavement, making my stomach drop as we tilt at another turn, her anger clearly turning her into a crazed Cruella de Vil driver.

“Hey, maybe you should slow—­”

“And we’re constantly studying them, coming up with ways to assist in their population growth and making sure they don’t go extinct because of ignorant people like yourself.” She snorts at me and tosses her hand to the side in disgust.

Then, with a whip of her head—­I’m sure her version of a mic drop—­she sharply maneuvers the cart, making a left-­hand turn and jolting me so much to the side that I lose my grip on the roof, my entire upper half whipping out of the cart.

Like one of those wind sock guys at a car dealership, I thrash around, arms flailing, feet pressed into the floorboard while my hands grasp for anything solid, anything to keep me from having to perform a tuck and roll in front of a stroller brigade.

But I come up short.

And just as I’m about to fly out the side, right into a child eating Cheerios from an elephant-­shaped container, my hand connects with a rope and I grab hold of it, hanging on to it like a lifesaver.

“Ahhhhh!” Maple cries as I yank myself back up and the cart comes to a halt. We both fly forward against the plexiglass windshield and then bounce back in our seats.

“Jesus Christ, I almost flew out of the cart. Who gave you permission to drive this thing?”

She grips her head and turns to me, fury in her eyes. “That was my hair you pulled on.”

“When?” I ask, adjusting myself back in the seat and trying to figure out a way that I can wedge myself in to guarantee I stay in the cart at all times.

“Just now.” She rubs the side of her head.

“That wasn’t rope?”

“No, that was my hair, and I do not appreciate having my hair pulled.”

I pause and slowly give her a once-­over, letting my eyes travel over her khaki pants, up to her tucked-­in shirt, to the curve of her breasts, and all the way up to that gorgeous face of hers. “Clearly you haven’t had the right guy tugging on your hair, then.”

Her eyes widen in shock as she flips her ponytail away from me. “Ew, don’t be disgusting.”

“There’s nothing disgusting about pulling on a woman’s hair. Especially when done correctly.”

Chin held high, she counters, “Well I can tell you right now, there isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that you know how to do it correctly.” Leaning in a touch closer and lowering her voice, she adds, “Instead of arousal and excitement, all I feel is animosity and exasperation.”



That response grates on my nerves, because I know how to pull on a woman’s hair. I know how to wrap it around my fist and tug just right to make her back dip and her head arch back. I know how to make a woman scream my name while I hold on to her tightly and fuck her until she comes.

I know what the hell I’m doing…Maple. “Anyone ever tell you there’s a thin line between love and hate?”

She scoffs. “Ugh, get over yourself.” Straightening up, she brings her attention back to the zoo, clears her throat, and says, “This is the Exploration Zone. It’s a family-­friendly area of the zoo where kids can roam and explore our more human-­friendly animals such as chickens and goats.” So she’s just going to act like she didn’t almost send me flying off the golf cart? Okay. “Be grateful this is not where you were assigned. You could have been assisting with coop revitalization, cleaning the kid disease off every touchable surface, and battling it out with the goats for superiority.”

“Yeah, but does the family farm come with an irritable shrew?” I ask under my breath as I gaze out toward a carousel.

“No, but it’s surrounded by booger-­eating children.”

“Can’t decide what’s worse.”

She huffs something under her breath and slams her foot down on the pedal.

“Whoa.” I grip the roof again. “Can you rein in the crazy-­ass driving?”

“Just attempting to get this done so I don’t have to sit close to you anymore.”

“I would prefer the same, but if you run down a child licking an ice cream cone, it’s not on me.”
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