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Chapter One: The Party Nobody Wanted
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Nora Calloway had a rule about athletes: don't.

It wasn't arbitrary. It was earned. Four years ago, she'd watched her older sister, brilliant and funny and entirely too trusting, fall for a lacrosse player at their hometown college. He'd been charming and golden and gone by spring, leaving her sister with a broken heart and a semester's worth of missed classes. Nora had filed it away like a case study. Athletes were temporary. Their egos were permanent.

Which was why she was standing in the corner of a crowded off-campus house in Harborview, Massachusetts, holding a red cup she hadn't sipped from, wondering how her roommate had talked her into this.

"You need to live a little," Priya had said, already halfway out the door with her curls pinned up and a dangerous gleam in her eye. "You've been in the library for three weeks straight. You're starting to smell like old paper."

"Old paper smells fine," Nora had muttered, but she'd come anyway, because Priya had a way of making staying home feel like a moral failure.

Crestwood University's spring semester was in full swing, and apparently the baseball team had just won their fourth consecutive game, which meant the entire athletics department was using it as an excuse to blow off steam in a house that definitely violated fire code. Nora counted at least forty people in the living room alone, the bass from the speakers vibrating through the soles of her sneakers.

She edged toward the back hallway, looking for somewhere quieter. A kitchen, maybe. A closet. Honestly, a fire exit.

She found the back porch instead.

It was empty except for a guy sitting on the porch railing, his back against a wooden post, looking out at the dark yard like he was somewhere else entirely. He had dark hair, slightly disheveled, and when he turned at the sound of the sliding door, Nora caught the glint of blue eyes sharp enough to cut glass.

She recognized him. Everyone at Crestwood did.

Cole Whitaker. Starting pitcher. The reason three MLB scouts had been spotted in the bleachers at Harborview Field last Tuesday.

Nora nearly turned around.

"You're not going to find peace in there either," he said, nodding toward the door she'd just come through. His voice was low and unhurried, like he had all the time in the world.

"I wasn't looking for peace," she said. "I was looking for a kitchen."

"Left of the stairs. But fair warning, someone's doing a keg stand in there." He paused. "I'm Cole."

"I know who you are." She leaned against the doorframe, keeping her distance. "Nora."

He tilted his head slightly. "You say my name like it's a warning label."

"Maybe it is."

A slow smile crossed his face, and Nora felt it in places she'd rather not acknowledge. She looked away.

"You don't want to be here either," she said. It wasn't a question. She could read it in the set of his shoulders, the way his cup sat untouched beside him.

"My teammates would be personally offended if I didn't show." He shrugged. "You?"

"My roommate would haunt me." She finally stepped out onto the porch, letting the door slide shut behind her. The noise dropped to a dull thrum. She breathed a little easier. "Better out here."

"Yeah," he agreed, watching her. "It is."
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Chapter Two: The Conversation That Lasted Too Long

[image: ]


They talked for two hours.

Nora didn't mean to. She'd planned to get some air, collect herself, and go find Priya. Instead she ended up sitting on the porch steps while Cole stayed on the railing, and somehow the conversation moved from why they were both there under duress to her thesis project on experiential marketing at live events, to whether baseball stadiums were actually underutilizing their fan engagement opportunities.

"You're basically describing my entire complaint about every stadium I've ever played in," Cole said. He'd shifted at some point so that he was facing her more directly, his forearms resting on his knees. "The experience ends when you sit down. Nobody thinks about what happens between innings."

"Exactly." Nora pointed at him without thinking. "Dead time is wasted time. If you're not giving the crowd something to feel, they check their phones." She caught herself. "Sorry. Event planning major. I live for this stuff."

"Don't apologize. It's the most interesting conversation I've had at one of these things." He smiled again, and this time she was ready for it. Almost. "What kind of events do you want to plan?"

"Big ones. Galas, corporate launches, maybe sports events someday." She wrapped her hands around her cup. "I'm interning with the Crestwood Athletics events office this semester, actually. Coordinating the end-of-season banquet."

Something shifted in his expression. "The baseball banquet?"

"Among others."

He laughed — a real one, low and warm — and it did something unfair to her chest. "So we're going to be seeing each other around."

"Professionally," she said, a little too quickly.

His eyes held hers for a beat too long. "Of course."

The door slid open behind them and a broad-shouldered guy with a Crestwood Baseball cap leaned out. "Whitaker. We're doing the team photo. Coach's orders."

Cole straightened, glancing at Nora with something that looked almost like reluctance. "Duty calls." He stood, and for a moment he was close enough that she could smell pine and something clean underneath it. "It was really good talking to you, Nora Calloway."

She hadn't told him her last name.

"How did you—"

"You designed the spring event program." He nodded toward the house. "I actually read it. The layout was great." He gave her one last look, those blue eyes catching the light from inside. "Goodnight."

She watched him go and told herself the warmth in her chest was just the spring air.

She didn't believe it.
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Chapter Three: Professional Distance
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The Athletics events office was small and overheated and smelled like printer toner, and Nora loved it unreasonably. She had her own desk by the window, a massive whiteboard she'd already covered in color-coded timelines, and a supervisor, Director Paulette Marsh, who communicated almost entirely in approving nods.

The end-of-season banquet was six weeks out. Nora had venue layouts, catering proposals, and a sponsor deck already drafted. She was exactly on schedule, which was the only place she ever wanted to be.

What she had not scheduled was Cole Whitaker appearing in the doorway of the events office on a Tuesday afternoon, still in his practice clothes, holding a slip of paper.

"Paulette sent me," he said, when Nora looked up. "Something about the player bios for the banquet program."

"She could have emailed them."

"She said she did. Three times." He held up the paper. "She wrote mine by hand and sent me as a human delivery system."

Nora pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. She took the paper. Their fingers didn't touch. She made sure of it. "Thank you. I'll get the others from the team coordinator."

Cole didn't leave. He looked at her whiteboard instead, head tilted. "Is that a Gantt chart for the banquet?"

"Yes."

"You color-coded the catering timeline."

"Is that a problem?"

"It's impressive." He looked at her. "Genuinely."

Nora set the paper down and folded her hands on the desk with the calm professionalism she had spent three semesters cultivating. "Cole. Can I be straightforward with you?"

"Please."

"I don't date athletes." She said it cleanly, without apology. "I want to be clear about that before this—" she gestured vaguely between them— "becomes something that makes the next six weeks awkward."

He was quiet for a moment. Not offended. Considering. "Okay," he said finally.

"Okay?"

"I heard you." His voice was calm. "I'm not going to pretend I wasn't looking for an excuse to come by here, but I respect what you said." He straightened, moving toward the door. "I'll see you around, Nora. Professionally."

He left. Nora stared at her Gantt chart.

She'd expected pushback. She'd prepared for it. The easy acquiescence was somehow harder to handle.

She picked up his bio form. His handwriting was unexpectedly neat.
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