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      From childhood nemeses to business rivals, can competition lead to attraction for this unlikely pair?

      From lemonade stand wars as kids to competing coffee shops as adults, Ben always finds ways to get under my skin. But, no matter how he pushes my buttons, I refuse to let him ruin my business.

      

      Of course, there is the matter of his adorable seven-year-old daughter he’s now struggling to raise on his own. I want to keep him in the familiar enemy-zone, but his little girl is melting my heart.

      

      Thanks to her, I’m beginning to think there’s more to the single dad than meets the eye. Ben has many layers, and I find myself wanting to unravel them. Is it possible he has a kind heart under that cocky façade?

      

      But what if it’s all a trick? Bankrupting my coffee shop, while shattering my heart, would be the ultimate win for him. How can I trust that the attraction between us is real, and not another high-stakes competition?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          BROOKE

        

      

    

    
      I sipped champagne, content to spend time with my friends, even if it was at the grand opening of a garage. We stood in the open bay, enjoying the unseasonably warm fall weather while music played softly over the speakers. I’d drunk enough of the alcohol to have that floaty feeling, like nothing could bring me down.

      I wanted to support the owners, especially since Ryan was the boyfriend of my best friend, Hailey.

      Ryan was currently under the hood of a vehicle, demonstrating something to a guest, while Jake stood nearby with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “I almost wish I was having car trouble right now.” I wasn’t interested in anything long-term, but a one-night stand wouldn’t be out of the question. I needed to release some of the tension caught between my shoulder blades.

      Hailey gave me a pointed look. “You cannot hit on my brother.”

      “I would never.” The truth was that I’d never been attracted to Jake. As hot as mechanics were, I’d always gone for men in suits.

      A sleek sports car pulled up, and Jake stepped toward the vehicle just as the driver’s side door opened.

      A man unfolded from the low seat, straightening to his full height. I loved tall men, and that one exuded power from his expensive shoes to the black button-down shirt that fell open at the neck.

      I gulped the bubbly liquid, wanting but failing to soothe my suddenly dry throat.

      “We’re not open for repairs tonight,” Jake said by way of greeting.

      My gaze swept over his face, admiring his neatly trimmed beard and the arch of his lips. But as I got to his eyes, I felt there was something familiar about them. They held a challenge as if he was used to getting his way.

      It couldn’t be Bentley Monroe. The boy who’d moved onto my street at age seven and challenged me at every turn. I hadn’t seen my childhood nemesis in ten years. Not since we’d graduated from high school as co-valedictorians. Right before my speech, he’d leaned over to whisper in my ear that he was the real valedictorian, but the principal felt sorry for me. I hadn’t believed him—not really—but the familiar anger burned in my gut as I watched him extend his hand to Jake.

      I wanted him to get back in his car and leave, but a bigger part of me wanted to know what he was doing there. I moved closer to hear their conversation.

      His gaze snagged on mine, and I sucked in a breath. It was him.

      “Bentley Monroe?” There was a buzzing in my ears that grew louder by the second.

      “I go by Ben now.” His eyes narrowed on mine. “Brooke Langley?”

      I’d teased him for his pretentious name in school, so it wasn’t a surprise that he’d shortened it.

      “What are you doing here?” Maybe he was just visiting his parents and would be gone in a couple of days. My heart beat slower as I waited for his response.

      Bentley—no, Ben, now—looked from me to Jake. “I’m dropping my car off for service. I left a message earlier.”

      Jake gestured behind him at the crowd of people. “Sorry, man. We had our grand opening party tonight. I haven’t been checking messages.”

      Hailey grasped my elbow and hissed into my ear, “Wait, is this the Bentley? The lemonade stand kid?”

      I nodded; my gaze locked on Ben.

      But he wasn’t a kid anymore. He was polished and put together. He had a presence that had nothing to do with expensive clothes or his fancy car.

      “I heard you do good work,” Bentley said to Jake.

      Jake nodded. “What seems to be the problem?”

      Ben stepped to the side of the vehicle, gesturing underneath. “I hit something on the drive here from Philadelphia.”

      “There’s an issue with the undercarriage?” Jake asked.

      Ben nodded. “I think so, but I’m not a mechanic.”

      The guys chuckled as if sharing a secret, and my fingers curled into fists. Even though he hadn’t even said anything offensive, being around Ben never failed to set me off.

      “We can squeeze you in tomorrow,” Ryan said from behind the counter, where he was looking at a pad of paper, probably the schedule.

      Ben pulled a phone from his pocket. “That works. I’ll let you get back to your party.”

      “Are you in town to visit your family?” Though he’d mentioned a move, I hoped he meant a temporary one.

      Ben lifted his gaze. “I’m opening a store in town.”

      My heart began beating so loudly that I could barely hear his next words.

      “Bean Rush.”

      I owned the only coffee shop in town. Which meant my childhood nemesis just became my competition. He’d been the perfect motivator to get good grades in school, but I didn’t want that same dynamic now.

      “Why?” I finally bit out. Why was he ruining my dream? In high school, it seemed like he was always two steps ahead, taunting me. I could never measure up when all I wanted to do was beat him. My stomach rolled and dipped like I was on a roller coaster instead of standing on even ground.

      Ben shrugged like he didn’t have a care in the world. “I wanted to open a business, and this seemed as good a place as any.”

      “I own Java Coffee. We don’t need two coffee shops in town.” I crossed my arms over my chest, positive he knew this information and didn’t care. It was just like him to be cocky, to think he’d make it when no one else did.

      He smirked. “It’ll be just like old times, then.”

      My cheeks heated. I could feel my friends watching us, wondering how we knew each other and what the deal was. “So, you’re back, like, permanently?”

      It came out sounding bitchier than I intended. I couldn’t let him get to me. If he saw a weakness, he’d hone in on it and take advantage any way he could. It was his superpower.

      “Looks that way.” Ben’s attention returned to his phone as he moved away.

      The fact that he could dismiss me so easily was even more infuriating. Nothing had changed. He was still the same cocky guy he was in high school. He didn’t think he had anything to worry about, but I’d show him he was wrong. I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      Hailey guided me to the hallway out of view of our friends. “Are you okay?”

      Her voice was filled with concern.

      “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting that.” I gestured toward the garage. What I hadn’t expected was him.

      “It will be okay.” What I hadn’t told my friends was that I’d always liked Ben. I was attracted to his sharp wit and intelligence. Though, I’d never admit it to him. Our relationship didn’t allow for weaknesses.

      Ben was just the start of the boys, and later, men, who were intimidated by my intelligence and success. I’d thought my ex-husband was different. He was sweet and supportive until he got what he wanted, and it wasn’t me. When he said he wanted a divorce, it was a surprise. Ever since then, I’d surrounded myself with a tough outer shell that no one could penetrate.

      I let the shock of seeing Ben walk back into my life wash over me. I wouldn’t let him best me again. The logical part of me recognized it would be better not to let him get to me, but I wasn’t strong enough for that today. Tomorrow I’d do better.

      “You got this.”

      I’d focus on my business and on drawing customers away from him.

      “He doesn’t matter.” My mind was still running through the reel of our childhood, one confrontation after another.

      Hailey’s brows furrowed.

      I scrambled to make up for the revealing comment. “I mean—I won’t let his business ruin mine.”

      “That’s my girl,” Hailey assured me as she hugged me. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Except I wasn’t sure that it was. Just like the first time Ben moved to town, nothing would be the same. I just had no way of knowing what the impact would be.
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      On Sunday night, I ate dinner with my family. It was hard for us to find time since my sister, Abby, and I both owned businesses, but every few months, we made it a priority.

      “Did I hear from your mother that you went to the grand opening of the garage?” Dad asked as he passed the salad bowl to me.

      “I went to support my Shops on Main friends.” The group started as a way to network, but we’d become close and always showed up to support each other.

      “The garage isn’t on Main,” Mom observed.

      I hummed in agreement as I scooped the salad onto my plate before passing it to Abby. “We’ve expanded to include any shop owners in the historic district who want to join.”

      “Gia asked me to stop by to take some photos to submit to the paper,” Abby said.

      I tensed, wondering if she saw Ben. She’d always teased me about him when we were kids. She was convinced he was into me. “You were there?”

      “I took pictures from the outside. The paper will want the renovation featured.” Abby plucked a piece of crusty garlic bread from her son, Hunter’s, plate. “That’s enough bread for you. Eat your dinner.”

      Hunter screwed his face up in a scowl, but he picked up his fork and cut a tiny piece of pasta, popping it into his mouth.

      The original garage had closed and sat empty for years. Jake and Ryan had done a good job renovating the place to protect the aesthetics while making it theirs.

      “You only went to support your fellow Shops on Main friends?” Abby asked, her gaze carefully assessing me. It was Abby’s way of asking if I was seeing anyone.

      “I wanted to support Hailey. She’s dating Ryan, one of the owners.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Abby said, and we ate quietly for a few seconds.

      I hoped they’d move on to a different topic, one that wasn’t so centered on me.

      “The other owner seemed attractive enough,” Abby finally said.

      My face heated when I remembered what I’d said to Hailey last night. I’d been teasing. “He is, but I’m not interested.”

      “Why not? Don’t you think it’s time to start dating again?” Mom asked as she took a bite of lasagna.

      “I haven’t met anyone I’m interested in.” My family worried about me, especially after how I was when I moved home after my divorce.

      “You have to put yourself out there,” Dad said gruffly as he exchanged a look with Mom.

      My stomach dipped painfully at the idea of making myself vulnerable. I wasn’t ready for that. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be.

      “If it’s time for me to start dating again, then it’s definitely time for Abby.” Her ex left shortly after she had Hunter.

      “Not cool,” Abby mouthed across the table from me.

      I grinned, not feeling bad in the least. I didn’t want the spotlight on me.

      Mom nodded at her grandson. “Hunter is seven now.”

      Abby winced. “I’m not talking about this in front of him.”

      Hunter was too busy hiding his peas under the placemat to pay attention to our conversation.

      Mom shot us both a disappointed look. “I’m not getting any younger. I’d like to see you girls settled.”

      What did that even mean? Abby owned a home and had a child. We both owned businesses. We were adults. Why did we have to settle down with someone to ease our parents’ minds? “Abby’s not ready, and neither am I.”

      Abby didn’t quite meet my gaze when I looked to her for support, and I wasn’t sure what that meant.

      “When was the last time you went out?” Mom asked.

      After the grand opening of the garage, most of the shop owners celebrated the new addition to our Shops on Main group at Max’s Bar & Grille, but I didn’t join them.

      Mom pointed her fork at me. “You can’t even remember.”

      I opened my mouth to defend myself, intending to mention those dates I’d gone on from the online app Abby talked me into trying, but those were years ago. Whenever I thought a man was flirting with me, whether it was at the grocery store or the front counter of my coffee shop, I shut it down fast. It was a defense mechanism to protect myself.

      Abby took pity on me and changed the subject. “Hunter’s working on his science project for the fair.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Dad asked. “What’s your project this year?”

      Hunter immediately perked up and went into his plans for his project.

      I couldn’t shake off Mom’s words. Many of the shop owners had begun pairing off recently. I still held myself slightly apart from them. I was a business owner and had every right to be there, but trust was hard for me. It wasn't easy to believe that a relationship was genuine. That I could trust anyone’s motives. I only had my ex to blame for that.

      It only takes one person to throw you off your axis, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever regain my balance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Month Later

      

      

      Moving to Annapolis was my chance to start over and be the dad I should have been all along. I’d hoped to move in the winter, but permits and supply issues held things up. Cade and Nolan from Morrison Brothers Construction did good work despite challenges that were out of their control.

      Opening a second coffee shop in a small town was risky, but I knew the market. A tourist town like Annapolis had multiple ice cream and fudge shops, and it should be able to sustain two coffee shops. I’d scouted the competition—Java Coffee—not realizing Brooke owned it. Not that she’d believe me if I told her that. When we were kids, she’d always accused me of manipulation—the election for Class President, the captain of the debate team, and even our grades.

      Before our run-in at the garage, I hadn’t seen Brooke since our high school graduation. Back then, I’d been disappointed we wouldn’t be attending the same college, but it had nothing to do with my attraction to her. We pushed each other to do better, to be the best versions of ourselves. We were both driven, and we thrived on achieving our goals. I respected the hell out of her.

      I thought she’d go to law or med school, not open a small business in our hometown. Thinking back, it shouldn’t have been unexpected. Our lemonade stand wars were legendary in our neighborhood. We’d change our prices and recipes, playing with amounts of sugar and other add-ons to compete. It was exhilarating. Nothing got my blood pumping more than Brooke Langley.

      Things were less complicated when I only had to worry about myself. Now, I had my daughter. Being a newly single father was difficult, but I was doing my best. My corporate job was not conducive to being home in the evenings. A business wasn’t either, necessarily, but I hoped it would give me freedom. Once the business took off, I’d hire more people so I could spend my free time with Cammie.

      Success used to mean measuring my personal achievements. Now, it meant being there for my daughter and creating the best life possible for her.

      As soon as I opened the front door of my parents’ house, arriving home from work, Cammie skidded to a stop in front of me. The smell of marinara sauce and melted cheese permeated the air.

      “Don’t run in the house,” Mom yelled after her, reminding me of Mom yelling at my sister and me the same way when we were kids.

      Cammie looked at me from under her Phillies cap, her black baseball glove held tight to her chest. “Will you play catch with me?”

      “Of course. Just let me change.” Wearing business suits was a habit in the city. Hopefully, things in town would be lower key.

      “Hurry, Daddy.”

      “I will.” I chuckled as I headed up the steps, pulling the knot in my tie to loosen it. Contentment moved through my body as I closed the door to my childhood bedroom. As long as I got to spend more time with Cammie, quitting my job, opening a new business, and the move would be worth it.

      I quickly shucked my work clothes and pulled on a T-shirt, shorts, and sneakers. Hopefully, I’d have time to run outside in the neighborhood instead of my usual early morning workouts on the treadmill.

      I lifted my glove to my mom, who’d already settled on the couch to watch the baseball game. “Going outside to play catch.”

      Mom smiled softly. “Dinner’s warming in the oven when you’re ready.”

      “Lasagna?” I guessed.

      “I had to make your favorite for your first official night home.”

      I kissed her cheek, knowing she was pleased we’d be moving there. Especially since my sister, Elizabeth, had gone to college and gotten a job in her college town. She rarely visited home. “I appreciate it.”

      “Are you going to get rid of that sports car when you move here?” Dad asked.

      I paused by the glass sliding door, knowing Cammie would be getting impatient for me to join her. “I think I’ll keep it and get an SUV.”

      Dad shook his head. “That car’s a money pit.”

      “It is,” I acknowledged before stepping outside where Cammie was throwing her ball against the pitch back.

      That sports car represented my first big promotion. It was evidence I’d made it. Of course, the best day was holding Cameron in my arms in the hospital. When I held her tiny weight in my arms, I knew everything had changed. She was it for me. I’d do anything to keep her safe and protected.

      I just thought she’d have both of her parents. I couldn’t have anticipated Cammie losing her mother at seven.

      Shaking the melancholy thoughts from my head, I asked Cammie, “You ready to play?”

      Cammie scowled and put her hands on her hips. “I’ve been waiting forever.”

      Thirty seconds was too long of a delay for this kid. Amused, I said, “I told you I had to change.”

      She gestured toward home plate, which was in front of the patio. “Stand by home plate. I want to pitch to you.”

      Cammie loved baseball, but there was nowhere to play in or near our apartment. The first thing I did when I decided to move back to Annapolis was order a pitch back net and bases to be delivered to my parents’ house.

      I wanted her to feel at home. Like she was only gaining something by moving there, not losing anything. She’d be starting at a new school, and I hoped she’d adjust and make new friends quickly.

      Cammie stood at the make-shift pitcher’s mound, her hand curled around a baseball behind her back, her glove against her chest. She must be mimicking the professional baseball players she watched on TV. Abruptly, she straightened and rolled her eyes. “You’re supposed to give me the hand single.”

      I stood and stretched. “What hand signal?”

      “You know, one means fastball, two means curveball, three is a sinker, four’s a change-up, and five is a knuckleball.” Her tone was exasperated.

      “How did you learn all of this?” I sank into my catcher’s stance, singling one finger for a fastball.

      Without answering, she moved into position, took an exaggerated deep breath, then lowered her shoulders, wound up, and threw the baseball.

      I straightened to catch it. “A little high.”

      We resumed our positions, and I signaled two for curveball. “Why aren’t we practicing with a softball?”

      I’d researched the proper size for her age. The yellow and purple balls were in a bag somewhere in the garage. Maybe she couldn’t find them.

      She shot me a disgusted look. “Why do I have to play softball?”

      Her expression made me think I’d stepped into quicksand with my seemingly innocent question. I wasn’t sure where I went wrong. “Girls play softball, and boys play baseball.”

      Her face pinched. “But why?”

      “I don’t know, sweetie.” I didn’t know the history behind it, but she wouldn’t be satisfied until she had answers.

      “And why is it called a softball when it’s harder than a baseball?”

      “It is?” That was something else I didn’t know.

      She sighed. “Yes, Daddy. It is.”

      “Are you going to throw?” My knees were starting to ache from the crouched position, but I’d never tell her that.

      “Fine.” She got back into position, and I could only hope she’d forgotten her line of questioning.

      I used two fingers to remind her it was a curveball, and she wound up to throw a sidearm. The ball went wide and bounced off the siding of the house with a thud.

      “Hey! Watch it out there,” Dad roared.

      Cammie’s eyes widened. “Whoops.”

      Jogging to recover the ball, I said, “I think we’ll need to find our own place sooner rather than later.”

      Cammie nodded seriously. “When is my first practice?”

      The one thing I’d promised Cammie was I’d register her for a team as soon as we moved. Thankfully, we’d arrived just in time for the spring season. Tossing the ball to her, I said, “Softball starts next week.”

      Cammie’s whole face screwed up, and I knew I was in for a fight. “I want to play baseball. Not softball.”

      “I don’t think girls can play baseball,” I said carefully. I wasn’t sure if there was a rule, but there must be something.

      She placed her hand and glove on her hips. “Grandma helped me look it up. Girls can play baseball until eighth grade.”

      “Why would you want to play it if you can only do it through eighth grade?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I’d made an error.

      “For now. I can only play through eighth grade now.”

      “Are you planning on changing that rule?” I asked, pride coursing through me.

      Cammie shrugged.

      She was so like me. Competitive and driven. I hoped it would always be a plus for her like it was for me. I wondered if Brooke was like that as a child.

      “You promised to register me for baseball.”

      I must have missed that or assumed she meant softball. “I’ll look into it.”

      That seemed to appease her because she got back into her pitching stance. Crouching down again, I signaled a knuckleball. Cammie’s tongue darted out as she concentrated on her grip and the throw. That time, it was a strike.

      “Strike one,” I called as I stood and approached her.

      “Do you think they’ll let me pitch?” My heart ached for her because it was possible the boys wouldn’t want to play with a girl. They might even make fun of her, and I couldn’t protect her from everything.

      “I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see.” My stomach rolled at the thought of her not being welcomed.

      She nodded seriously. “I want to be the best baseball player.”

      I ruffled her hair. “You’ll be the best at whatever you do.”

      I believed in her. I was driven, and she showed all the signs that she was similar to me. She loved competition, even if she wasn’t always the best at handling defeat. We were two peas in the same pod.

      I’d make sure Bean Rush was successful so we could have the life she deserved. One where her father was present and involved, and her grandparents could help out. I had to be enough for her, even if it was a daunting prospect.
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      “What do you think about this, boss?” My manager, Christopher, asked as he stepped back from the framed photos of Annapolis on the wall.

      We’d hired a local photographer to take pictures of local buildings and the harbor for the decor.

      “A little more to the left,” I said, noticing the slightly crooked frame of Juliana’s Bed & Breakfast. I wanted to welcome locals and tourists. When they stopped by to purchase their favorite drink, I wanted them to feel at home.

      “I think it was a great idea to showcase Annapolis.”

      “Me, too.” I’d run the numbers before I decided to open the coffee shop and looked into what Annapolis was missing. There wasn’t much, but I’d noticed there were multiple businesses of most things except for coffee or juice. I had no interest in running a juice shop, but I was passionate about coffee beans. I’d become a connoisseur over the years and loved the idea of having a small, quaint shop that appealed to everyone.

      “You’re not worried about Java Coffee?” Christopher asked as he used a feather duster to clean off the frames.

      I was more worried about how Cammie’s first day at school was going.

      Refocusing on Christopher’s question, I said, “I’m not worried, even though they’re our main competition.” I never admitted weakness. Instead, I researched Brooke’s business model. Her website was professional and up to date. She offered various book clubs, a battle of the books—whatever that was—trivia nights, and children’s story times. I told myself it was business, and it had nothing to do with learning more about the owner.

      I didn’t know Brooke owned the competing coffee shop before I ran into her the other night at Harbor Garage, but knowing the truth didn’t change my plans. I intended to pull customers away from her store. It would be just like old times. We’d researched the other’s business models and made marketing plans accordingly.

      When we were kids selling lemonade, Brooke tended to overprice her goods, eager for more profits. I still remember her ten-year-old self telling me she knew the worth of her lemonade. The day she said that burned me up. I took it to mean she thought she was better than me, which pissed me right off.

      If she raised her prices to compete with me now, it would be a huge business mistake. I wondered if it was still her weakness and if her stakes were as high as mine. Did she have bills to pay or a child to raise?

      I hadn’t heard that she had a husband or children, but it didn’t mean she didn’t either. I ignored the disappointment that ripped through my chest at the thought. What kept me going with Brooke through the years was that I liked her. If I gave into those feelings and acted on them, we wouldn’t compete anymore. Nothing would be the same. And I enjoyed our rivalry. It fueled me to be the best version of myself.

      So, no, I wasn’t worried about Java Coffee. I was excited to get to know my competition and to come out on top. My daughter’s financial stability and my ability to spend more quality time with her depended on my business’s success. I wouldn’t let Brooke Langley stand in my way.

      “Do you go to Java Coffee?”

      “Not since you hired me on, boss.”

      I nodded, pleased at his loyalty. There was nothing I valued more in an employee than hard work and loyalty. Christopher had coordinated the construction while I was in Philadelphia, wrapping up my old job and getting ready for the move. His help was invaluable.

      I wanted to give him more responsibilities, but that hinged on the success of Bean Rush. I knew the statistics. Most businesses failed within five years, but I wasn’t your typical business owner. Just like my lemonade stand, I’d come out on top. I was positive Brooke thought her stand was the best, but she always thought that. The reality was something different.

      I ignored the twinge in my heart telling me that Brooke came out on top as many times as I did. We were co-valedictorians. There was never a clear winner in our history, but I needed to be the last man standing in this one. My daughter’s future happiness depended on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          BROOKE

        

      

    

    
      “Will I be on the Orioles again this year?” Hunter asked.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror at my nephew. “I don’t know, buddy.

      When my sister, Abby, asked me to take my nephew to his first baseball practice of the season, I was thrilled. I loved spending time with him—and not just at family get-togethers. I enjoyed being part of his daily activities, whether baseball practice or just hanging out and watching a movie.

      As a single mother with a photography business, she had difficulty juggling Hunter’s after-school activities, and sometimes, she needed my help.

      “What position are you most excited about playing this year?” I relished my alone time with him. Sometimes it made me nostalgic for what I thought I’d have by then—a husband and a child or two.

      “Pitcher,” he said without thinking about his answer.

      I smiled. “I bet you’ll get a chance to try it.”

      Hunter sighed. “You know I pitched last year.”

      I’d attended every game I could the year before, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what position he’d played. “And you were great at it.”

      His chest puffed with pride as he looked out of his window. He looked so adorable in his Orioles baseball cap from last year. He’d been so excited for the season to start that he’d worn his full uniform from last year. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that he didn’t need to wear it.

      I turned at the snack shack and pulled down the dirt road to the gravel lot. Dust flew in the air from the various trucks, minivans, and SUVs pulling in for practice. Parents grabbed chairs and gear while kids ran toward the fields.

      I loved everything about baseball season. The playing of the national anthem at the beginning of every game, the crack of the bat, and the joy when a kid ran home for the first time.

      When I parked, Hunter unbuckled, opened his door, and said impatiently, “Come on.”

      “Hold on.” I hurried to the trunk, pulled out his baseball bag, and helped him put it on his shoulders. “You sure you need both of your bats?”

      “Yes,” he said, his tone irritated. Then he walked off without waiting for me.

      I slung the camp chair over my shoulder and followed him to field eleven. There were twelve fields total, and we were on the very last one. “This is a trek, isn’t it?”

      But Hunter must have spotted a friend because he took off at a jog without responding.

      “It certainly is. You ready for another baseball season?” One of the moms came up next to me, pulling one of those collapsible wagons with a younger child riding in it and two more kids walking next to it. Both kids carried bags with bats.

      “I love it.” I nodded at Hunter, who was talking to a friend animatedly as he hung his bag on the fence. “Hunter’s my nephew.”

      “That’s nice of you to bring him.” At sporting events, there were moms and dads, sometimes girlfriends or boyfriends, and grandparents, but I rarely saw aunts and uncles. I worried that Abby felt like an outsider with the other intact families, but if it bothered her, she never said anything.

      Like me, Abby married Seth young, but they’d wanted kids right away. My ex-husband wanted to wait, and being career minded, I hadn’t minded.

      Abby and Seth couldn’t get pregnant on their own, so they’d undergone infertility treatments. When she’d finally gotten pregnant, Seth started to pull away from her, and by the time Hunter was born, he’d said he couldn’t do it anymore.

      My parents and I stepped in, never wanting her to feel alone.

      When we arrived at the field, the other woman veered to the left to set up her things. I stood awkwardly, not recognizing any of the parents I’d gotten to know last year. “Auntie Brooke,” Hunter raced over me. “There’s a girl playing on my team.”

      His tone was full of shock.

      I looked over his head, seeing a girl with a blonde ponytail poking out of her baseball cap. “I think I remember reading somewhere that girls can—”

      But Hunter had darted off again before I could finish my statement. The coach introduced himself, and a few dads volunteered to help with practice. The kids were grouped together to go through different stations: batting, fielding, pitching, and catching.

      I opened my chair and took my seat off to the side when I noticed a man pacing the hill, his phone pressed against his ear. He stood out because he still wore pressed slacks and a button-down shirt. The other moms and dads were dressed casually in jeans and T-shirts.

      I scanned the faces to try and figure out which kid was his. All the kids wore pants or shorts with T-shirts, and a few wore baseball hats. Other than the lone girl, no one stood out.

      The man finally lowered his phone and turned back toward practice. With long strides, he ate up the distance between us. I couldn’t look away. Brown hair, neatly trimmed beard. It was Ben. What was he doing there? Was he visiting a niece or nephew like I was?

      He casually scanned the group of parents sitting in chairs or standing and young siblings running around the area before he spotted me. I sucked in a breath, wishing the sight of him didn’t affect me so much. I told myself it was just a surprise seeing him after so much time.

      He didn’t stop until he stood at my side. “What are you doing here?”

      I nodded toward the field. “Same thing I expect you’re doing. Watching my nephew.” I assumed it was a nephew since there were mainly boys. “Or is it your niece?”

      His gaze met mine. “My daughter.”

      “Your daughter?” I croaked. How had I missed the fact that Ben had a kid? Was he married?

      “Cameron. But she goes by Cammie.” He nodded toward the mound where she stood. One of the coaches was demonstrating how to grip the ball.

      “She’s yours.” I was repeating myself because I was so shocked that Ben had a daughter. I couldn’t reconcile it with what I knew about him. We were both voted most likely to succeed. He had dreams of moving to a big city and becoming a CEO. Kids didn’t seem to fit with the picture I had of him in my head. I’d imagined him in some corporate office, kicking ass, not taking his daughter to practice.

      He tipped his head to the side, considering me. “Why is that surprising?”

      “I didn’t know you’d married.” Our mothers were friends when we were kids, but they weren’t close anymore.

      “I didn’t.” His jaw tightened. “I moved here to be close to my parents. I need the help, and I hope living in a small town will be good for her.”

      Something tightened inside me. “It was for us.”

      I loved growing up in a small town and living close to my family. I couldn’t imagine not being able to help my sister out or attend most of my nephew’s games.

      Ben shifted his weight, and I racked my brain for something to get him to stay. I was getting a glimpse into his life over the past ten years, and I wanted more. “You were living in Philadelphia before?”

      That night at the garage, I remembered he’d told Jake he’d driven from Philadelphia.

      He nodded. “That’s right.”

      I wanted to ask where Cammie’s mother was, but it wasn’t my place, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Even if Ben was single, our shops were in direct competition with each other. Nothing could happen between us. There was too much history there.

      Ben tipped his head toward the field in a confident move that had my tummy dipping. “Which one is your nephew?”

      “Hunter, the one in the Orioles uniform. He takes baseball pretty seriously,” I said jokingly.

      Instead of smiling, he sighed. “Cammy does, too. She insisted on playing baseball with the boys. She couldn’t understand why girls would play a different sport. You should have heard her. ‘Why do girls play with a bigger ball?’ ‘Why is it called softball when the ball isn’t soft?’ ‘Why can’t girls play with the boys?’ And on and on. I had to google the history of softball, and now I know more than I ever wanted to know.”

      I smiled at how he pitched his voice higher to sound like his daughter asking questions. “I don’t see too many girls playing at this age. She’s brave.”

      He nodded. “She’s fearless.”

      I heard the affection in his voice. The love for his daughter. It did something to me, but I wasn’t prepared to feel anything for him other than physical attraction. In high school, I disregarded it because he was my competition. A guy who pushed all your buttons shouldn’t be someone you were attracted to.

      I wondered what he’d be like in a relationship. A flash popped into my head of him hovering over me in bed with that familiar glint in his eyes, the one that challenged me. He’d probably want to prove how good he was in bed. My core tightened at the thought.

      “I didn’t think to bring a chair. I came straight from work,” he said as if he was worried I’d judge him.

      Normally, I would’ve said something about his more formal attire at a kids’ baseball practice, but Ben having a daughter changed everything. I’d always seen him as a hard guy, driven and impenetrable, but he’d revealed something personal. He’d been vulnerable with me. It was unexpected, and I was still trying to wrap my mind around it.

      He stood next to me as we watched Cammie throw a few pitches. Each time, the coach took the time to tweak her form.

      “She’ll be okay.” And you will be, too. I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to soothe him when I never had before.

      “I hope so. Hopefully, it’s not too late to put her in softball if she changes her mind.”

      I laughed as Hunter ran up to me and breathlessly asked, “Coach said I need a cup.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I reached around for the water bottle I’d brought for him.

      “Nooo,” Hunter said, drawing out the word. “If I want to play catcher, I need a cup.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion, still not grasping what he was trying to tell me.

      Ben crouched down to Hunter’s level and lowered his voice, “Boys wear cups to protect themselves while they’re playing. It could really hurt if you get hit.”

      My face heated. Why hadn’t I thought of that? But I never had a brother, and I’d never dated a jock.

      “I bet your dad could help you with that,” Ben told Hunter.

      “Oh, he doesn’t—” What could I say in front of Hunter that didn’t put down his father but let him know he wasn’t in the picture?

      “I’ll tell my mom,” Hunter said before racing off to the field, seemingly undisturbed by the mention of his absentee father.

      “His father doesn’t come around much.” He certainly wasn’t involved in Hunter’s day-to-day needs. That was all Abby.

      Ben grimaced. “Sorry, I didn’t realize.”

      An awkward silence fell between us, mainly because my mind was still trying to catch up to the new and improved Ben. The one who had responsibilities and vulnerabilities. The one with a daughter. The one who’d just saved me from an uncomfortable conversation with my nephew.

      “I’m going to take a seat.” He gestured to the small metal bleachers behind the backstop.

      “I’ll see you around,” I mumbled. I would be seeing him around town and at my nephew’s baseball practices and games. I should have been irritated, so why did my skin tingle the entire time he stood next to me? Why did I care so much that he was a good dad?

      None of it should have mattered because Ben was the same person at his core. Wasn’t he? No matter how much of a family man he had become, we had nothing in common. Except a love for kids, and that wasn’t enough to erase our history.

      I’d seen his façade drop because he was around his daughter, but if I ran into him around town, he’d be back to his usual competitive self. He couldn’t help it.

      The thought made me a little sad because I liked the guy I saw at practice. If he were any other single dad, I might have tried to get to know him better. But I could never go there with Ben.

      At the end of practice, I folded my chair and slung it over my shoulder. I couldn’t help but overhear Cammie when she said, “Daddy, Daddy, I told you they’d let me pitch.”

      “You did such a good job,” Ben said, taking her bag from her.

      “Did you see that ball I hit? And how I slid into first base?” she asked.

      “You’re supposed to run through first base, though,” Ben said gently, taking her offered hand.

      I smiled, having learned a little about baseball last year, and my heart skipped a beat at them holding hands. They were sweet together.

      Cammie’s nose scrunched. “That’s what the coach said.”

      “You should listen to him. He knows what he’s talking about,” Ben continued as they passed me.

      Hunter approached, asking me something.

      I forced my gaze from Ben and Cammie to Hunter. “I’m sorry. What did you ask?”

      “Can we get pizza?” he repeated with an eye roll.

      I probably deserved that for not paying attention to him.

      “Sure, let me text your mom and let her know.” I wanted to ease Abby’s burden, so whatever I could do to make evenings go smoother, I did. I didn’t have anyone to go home to, which had never bothered me until then. Seeing Ben with his daughter made my heart ache for that connection to a partner. As nice as it was helping Hunter and Abby, I wanted that unconditional love for myself.

      I wasn’t naïve. My ex had no problem walking away from me and our sham of a marriage. And Abby’s ex-husband wanted nothing to do with her or Hunter, despite
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