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Book three in the 

Out of the Park series

What happens when a summer fling doesn’t end with the season?

 

Sarah Blue has one dream—to open her own pet boarding business. When she receives an offer to spend three months in a penthouse looking after two dogs, she intends to do the best dog-sitting job possible and focus on her business plan. What she didn’t expect was to run into a stranger so handsome that she could barely put two words together at the sight of him.

 

And she certainly didn’t expect him to live across the hall and befriend her.

 

Brigham Monaghan’s reputation is on the line. After an arrest that went very public, his future as an outfielder with Los Soles isn’t guaranteed. With his life a total mess, he welcomes the distraction from the blue-haired girl across the hall who not only doesn’t know his name, but hates sports. It’s the perfect situation.

 

But things get complicated when what was supposed to be summer fun and flirting turns into something more. Sarah’s business takes off, while Brigham’s future is barely hanging on by a thread. With the odds stacking up against Brigham, Sarah can’t help questioning his motives. Did he fall hard for her, like she did him, or is it just a PR ploy?

 

Either way, he’s going to break her heart…
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Chapter One

Sarah

 

The constant battle of how mature to act raged inside me. Yes, I could flip off my parents, but what good would it do? They’d scoff and pretend they had never in their wildest dreams raised a daughter with the audacity to do such a thing. Flipping them off would feel good for three seconds before the regret would sink in and I’d drink about it later.

So I did the adult thing and kept my big mouth shut.

“We don’t want to discourage you from pursuing…your dreams.” My dear mother choked on her words and I swore my dad’s face turned even redder. “But is this really a way to make a living?”

Maturity is important. I tapped my rainbow-colored nails—because Pride week was soon and I was absolutely an ally—and forced a tight smile. “I appreciate your concern, but I happen to love my plan.”

“It’s not beneath you?” my dad asked, looking around us in the café like his uptight friends would jump out and laugh at his offspring. “Pet sitting?”

“I don’t have the patience for vet school and I love animals. It pays pretty well and I’m off your payroll, so why do you care? I’m saving up to open up my dream business. I have a plan, if you cared to ask about it.”

Oh, I was feeling ballsy. My best friends Megan and Ethan would cheer me on if they could have witnessed this exchange. I got a little thrill at rebelling when they got more flustered.

“It is just not a sturdy profession, Sarah Belle.”

The first and middle name. They might as well cut me out of the will now. I sighed and made sure to cause a real scene by flipping my bright blonde hair with blue tips over my shoulder. “It’s decent and I’m busy. But more importantly, I’m happy. H-a-double p-y.”

I did not mention my almost near-zero bank account. Nope. I’d rather shove the entire fork into my mouth than admit that money wasn’t rolling in like I’d hoped. Sure, Megs said my life was too boring because I only focused on opening this business, but I ignored her truth bombs. My dating life might have been boring, but my hope for the future sure wasn’t.

“Your attitude doesn’t suit you, dear.” My mother pursed her lips, and if she wore a pearl necklace, she would’ve clutched it. “How long do you plan on taking a break from schooling?”

“For…ever?”

She clicked her tongue just as my alarm went off and I sent a prayer to whoever was listening. “Gotta run. Meeting a new client. Bye!”

They stood up as I left the table. I didn’t humor them by trying to hug goodbye. We didn’t express genuine emotion when it was positive. Guilt and shame? Oh, we did that in spades. I’d have a doctorate in shaming if it were possible. I would at least have a degree then, and my parents would get off my back.

I snorted at my own joke, earning a confused look from the poor guy walking past me. Phoenix in the summer was way too damn hot and the fact that I wasn’t the only person outside saddened me. The sun burned the asphalt to the point it smelled weird and I hurried my short walk to the building where my next job might be. Three months, dog sitting, in a penthouse.

Thousands of dollars.

College wouldn’t pay me that well, would it, parents?

I stopped after I entered the luxurious swanky building and groaned as the air conditioning hit my face. Heaven.

“Ma’am, may I help you?” a tall, old gentleman with a large mustache asked. He wore a green coat and I groaned. He had to be super-hot with all the clothes.

“Hello…” I eyed his name tag. “Ferdinand. Do you go by Fernie?”

“No.” He somehow stood taller at my question. “What are you doing here?” He scanned my outfit and I waited until he met my eyes again. “You might be in the wrong place, dear.”

My light blue dress had tiny straps on my shoulders and fit my curves very well. It made me feel confident and it was the best one to wear when it was one-hundred-and-fifteen outside. Fernie would not judge me. “I’m exactly where I want to be. Thank you. Now, excuse me.”

“You cannot just enter this building,” he said, his eyes widening and his mouth falling open when I barged past him to the elevator. It couldn’t be too hard to find the penthouse. Highest floor, right?

“It seems I just did, good sir.” I pressed the Up button and blew a large bubble when Fernie blinked fast and put his hand on my elbow. I yanked out of his grip. “Oy! Watch it.”

“I will call the police if you do not leave right now!”

I was about to tell him all the ways he could kiss my ass when the elevator doors opened and the most handsome man I had ever seen in my twenty-three years stood there, looking way too good for rational thoughts to form. Perfection.

The hair. The eyes. The beard. The shoulders.

My saliva evaporated from pure lust and wouldn’t return unless he kissed me. It was the only way.

“Nando,” the man said, sparing me a quick glance. “Harassing guests again?”

“She waltzed in here and disobeyed protocol!” he hissed, and that snapped me from my lusty funk.

“Okay, settle down, Fernie. There were no rules posted.”

One side of the handsome man’s lips quirked up and I swore I felt that gesture as if he’d caressed my entire body. Shivers. “Fernie. I like it.”

“He looks like one, right? Maybe it’s the stern nose or the stick up his ass. I can’t decide.”

Ferdinand looked affronted and I held up my hands as the stranger laughed, a deep, rich, beautiful chuckle that made me dizzy. “Security. I will call them.”

“I’m not trespassing.” I held up my phone. “I was invited here. To the penthouse, actually.”

Whatever I said made Fernie’s lip twitch, and I did not like that one bit. Nope. He grabbed my wrist again and before I could yell at him for manhandling me, the perfect specimen of a man took a step toward us, looking pissed off. “Don’t put your hands on her. She’s done nothing wrong.”

“Mr. Alexandre is not here. He won’t be for quite some time.” He practically giggled. “So your excuse for being here doesn’t work.”

“Wrong again, Fernie. But don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you if we are blessed to meet again.” I rubbed my wrist where his fingers touched and I gave a smile of thanks to the stranger, only putting a hint of take me now into it. “Here. Why don’t I clear this up?”

I dialed the number from the app and waited until a rough voice answered. “Hi, Mr. Alexandre, it’s Sarah Blue. Would you be so kind as to retrieve me from the foyer, as your bellhop is channeling his inner Paul Blart.”

“Your reference makes no sense, but I’ll be down.”

“Great. Thank you so much.” I grinned as large as I could and crossed my arms, tapping my foot on the polished floor, making Ferdinand glare at me. “Your I’m wrong face is great.”

He blustered a bit and I used the time to study the other, gorgeous man staring at me. He wore joggers and a black T-shirt that had to be sewn onto his tan skin. Delicious. There was no other way to describe him.

If anyone asked what my type was ever again, I would say him.

He seemed to be studying me too and I blushed head to toe when he gave me a hint of a smirk. “How do you know Alexandre?”

“How do you?” I fired back. He liked my answer. He cackled and leaned on the doorframe instead of exiting. “Two can play your game.”

His amusement pleased me. I wasn’t a huge hit with guys when it came to first impressions. I was loud, spoke my mind, called out things that upset me and never put out. Sure, I flirted when I wanted to, but no one really stood out to star in my spank bank. But this guy. Yup. His face was enough.

“Sarah Blue.” He repeated my name and I bit down on my knuckle and groaned. “What?”

“You’re too good-looking for your own good. I shouldn’t stare at you.” I turned around and almost smacked my forehead for being an idiot. I couldn’t help myself. My parents had raised me to be seen, not heard, and the second I got out from their rule, I flourished into being who I wanted to be—not quiet, always seen and always heard.

The stranger didn’t get a chance to respond before the elevator door opened again and a very well-dressed man appeared. He had to be ten years older than me, maybe more, and he looked like he should be on a runway. His face was all angles and jawline and the suit looked like it cost more than my parents’ house. “Sarah Blue?”

“Mr. Alexandre,” I said, and he nodded. I took a guess that this was the man I was supposed to meet and I felt smug as hell. I wiggled my fingers at Ferdinand in a super not mature way. It was worth it though to see his appalled expression of paled cheeks and wide eyes.

“Ms. Blue, please, come with me.” Mr. Alexandre crooked his fingers at me and I obeyed, damn well knowing he was more terrifying than Ferdinand. It wasn’t unusual for me to meet new clients in their homes, especially if I was watching their animals, and I trusted my gut. While I feared Mr. Alexandre more than I liked, it wasn’t a creepy vibe he gave off. It was authoritative.

I waltzed into the elevator and felt the weight of the handsome stranger’s stare as the doors closed. If there was such a thing as second-hand lust syndrome, I had it. Bad.

Mr. Alexandre remained quiet the entire ride until the doors opened on the top floor. There were just two doors at the end of the hallway and he went to the right. “Are you ready to meet them?”

‘Them’ meaning his two King Charles Spaniels, Pico and Cassandra. “I’d love to meet your fur-children.”

My comment pleased him and he typed five numbers onto a pad before the large black door swung. His room was like a hotel I had only witnessed in movies. Glorious. Open. Beautiful. He had a couch that was at least the size of my old dorm room and it was covered in plush pillows. Oh, I wanted to fall face first onto that couch for a day. “This is beautiful.”

“Thank you. I had it designed for me.” His boots clicked on the…while marble? Quartz? Diamond? Floor. It was too pretty for my eyes and I pretended I hadn’t stepped in melted gum on the walk here. “Pico! Cassandra! Where are you, lovelies?”

I couldn’t stop my lips from curving up. People were weird about their pets. Nicknames and routines and boundaries, and the fierce love they had for their mammals. He wasn’t on the far end of the insane scale of clients I had worked with, but he wasn’t in the middle. If he had a—

He did.

He returned from a room just beyond his kitchen with a decked-out gray and black stroller. There was no baby in there. Just two dogs with sparkly blue and purple collars. “Here are my babies. Ms. Blue, Pico and Cassie.”

“Why, hello!” I crouched forward and spoke in a high voice, foregoing all sense of dignity. “Aren’t you both adorable? You two spoiled?” I held out my hand and let them both sniff it for a full thirty seconds before I attempted to pet them. Pico, who had deep brown and black fur, wagged his tail so loud a soft thud kept repeating. “Happy boy. May I?” I gestured to pick him up and Mr. Alexandre nodded.

Pico licked my entire face and I laughed. He was a cutie and we’d get along fine. But he wasn’t the alpha of the house. Cassie was and she gave me the stink eye. “You are a gem, Pico. We’ll be buds. Now, Ms. Cassie, what can I do to win you over?”

She eyed me. She was different from Pico. She had white, brown and black fur and almost had freckles on her face. She was gorgeous but not friendly. She held her nose high in the air and I went from petting her back to her bum, and bam. Her tail wagged.

Damn, it felt good to get along so well with dogs. Humans weren’t as cute.

“She likes you,” he said, his voice rising in clear disbelief.

“I must smell like bacon from lunch,” I said, hoping to ease his mind. That was the trick of pet sitting for people. Their babies couldn’t like me more than they did them, but they had to like me enough to trust me. It was a thin line and I rocked it. “Shall we do a practice if you need to run an errand?”

“No. They don’t like humans much.” He crossed his arms and blinked a lot. “Let’s talk availability.”

“Let’s.” I kissed the top of Pico’s head and followed Mr. Alexandre toward a small glass table overlooking a patio that had the absolute best view of Camelback Mountain. “God, this view. I could die here.”

“I hope you don’t. My babies need love and attention while I’m away.” He pulled out a couple of sheets of paper and a pen. “Your application said you do stay-ins, overnights. How long?”

“It depends on the client. Currently, I have about twenty stops a week that will keep me away roughly the same as work hours. Six hours a day, typically.”

“Where do you live?”

“I won’t take them out of your place besides walks, sir. I assure you.”

“No.” He waved his hand like I’d insulted him. “I meant, can you break your lease if you are renting? I can pay the fee. If you take this job, you will need to be here three months.”

July, August, September. Damn. But I kept my poker face strong. “That is a long time, sir. The cost will be high.”

“I’ll give you twenty thousand dollars, but I must have daily photos and a video chat every other day. They require two walks a day and the best raw food.” He continued talking, but his voice faded as the price kept echoing in my head.

Twenty thousand.

“That’s…that’s…” I mumbled, but he paid me no attention. He brought out a notebook with tabs and slid it across the table. “Sir, please.”

“I will not negotiate. Pico and Cassie are my joys and you are ranked as one of the best at this. Please, Sarah, take care of them. I wish I did not have to travel, but I do.” He sighed and a sad, resigned look took over his face. “This is a lovely place to live.”

“Even with Ferdinand?” I joked, earning a slight smile. “He won’t try to kick me out?”

“He is protective of the tenants. Just don’t bother the door across the hall. He likes his privacy. And do not ruin this place. I will deduct any damages from your payment.”

I gulped and nodded, unable to do much more. Those rules were simple enough for that much money. God, no rent, no school… I could save most of it. “Thank you, sir. I will not let you down.”

“Good.”

He shook my hand and eyed the pen. “Sign and it’ll be official. Can you start tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” I repeated, dumbfounded at the quickness. “I don’t… I need to get my stuff.”

“Take today and tomorrow morning. But noon, be here.” He rose and left me at the table with a contract and a check for ten thousand dollars. Half now, half later.

And I could only stare at it.

“Better get started on getting your stuff, dear Sarah,” he said, his retreating back not exactly friendly.

 

 


Chapter Two

Brigham

 

The fifteen-game suspension timing up with the All-Star break left me with too much time on my hands. More time meant getting into trouble and that was the last thing I needed after the arrest. More attention for stupid things equaled not getting re-signed during free agency, and not playing baseball wasn’t even an option in my life. It was all I knew or cared about.

Don’t party. No women you don’t trust. Absolutely no bars or fights.

Those were the rules set by my agent since the incident, and god, I was bored. Bored out of my mind, since baseball was done for another week and I needed a distraction. Good thing I had two friends who needed a physical outlet as much as I did, who’d agreed to meet for racquetball. Of all the things to do, they chose that. I shouldn’t complain, though—it didn’t have alcohol and we could have our own section of the gym to play. Starting a membership with the YMCA was a great way to pass time. Swimming, biking, basketball—all outlets for the constant energy that bounced inside me.

“You two. Stop smiling. It’s annoying,” I greeted my teammates once I entered the YMCA and nodded at the teenager working the counter.

Gideon Titan and Brooks ‘Bummy’ Madsen wore matching grins and handed a racquet to me. “How’s our little criminal doing?” Gideon asked, hitting me on the head.

My response was punching him in the stomach. Not enough to actually hurt, but enough to make him flinch. “Surprised you both were able to leave your women. I don’t see any collar marks around your necks from their leashes.”

“Fuck off, Brigs.” Bummy rolled his eyes and started down the hallway toward court two. “Michelle will stab you if she knew you said that.”

“Stabbing might make me actually feel something,” I mumbled, hating how weak and pathetic I sounded. “No, don’t tell her that. She would do it.”

He laughed, like I wanted him to. “I’m glad you’re allowed to come here during your grounding period.”

“Less talking, bitch. Let’s play,” I growled, annoyed and happy that they were teasing me about the incident. It was a double-edged sword to have the world know about my fuck-up. My parents guilted me every chance they got, my agent reamed me and some of the guys on the team believed every word printed about it. But these guys, they trusted my word that the story wasn’t what it seemed.

My sister told me time and time again that they wouldn’t joke with me if they didn’t care, and despite my constant urge to hit them in the face, they were my friends and it meant so much that they did care. They hadn’t given up on me. Not like the cleat-chasing chick who I’d thought liked me. Not like the organization who wanted all of us to have clean records. Not like the press who wanted clicks and shares online.

“Stop thinking about how pretty you are, Brigs,” Gideon goaded me just as he tossed the ball into the air to start the game. It got my blood boiling, and when the ball came to my side, I hit it as hard as I could. The whiplash sound it made hitting the back wall echoed and I shut off all thoughts of my life.

It was me versus Gideon and I wanted to win.

We played four games before going for a run and taking pictures with a few fans. It shocked me to have teenagers still wanting my autograph. My agent had made it sound like I’d be staked in the heart if anyone saw me.

Maybe the kids don’t read the news? I shrugged at my thoughts and waved while we exited the facilities. My teammates had plans with their families and I had to go back to an empty apartment. Brenna would’ve hung out if she was in town, but my sister loved traveling the world.

Ugh, my goddamn sister. The reason I lived in the high-rise condo like I was a fancy businessman who entertained guests.

‘Live in a classy joint and you’ll be less likely to be an ass.’

Not true. I could still be an ass.

The well-meaning, thorn-in-my-side sister had the best intentions, but I really didn’t like the place she and my mom had insisted I move into. There was a doorman—an uptight, grumpy doorman who was glaring at me as I entered after the workout. Sweat dripped from my forehead and arms, and Ferdinand watched the moisture hit the floor and sneered. “Mr. Brigham, please, wipe yourself off before entering the building.”

“Fernie.” I used the name the pretty girl had said yesterday and enjoyed his slight lip curl. “It’s fine. It’ll evaporate before you can polish it with a cloth. It’s Phoenix. We all sweat.”

“Why must you be so difficult?”

I chugged my water bottle, tossed it into the recycling bin and pressed the button for the elevator just as the girl with blue in her hair entered the building. Ferdinand about shat himself and I let the elevators doors close, not going in and choosing to watch the show instead. My life was dull and I was feeling sorry for myself, so a little entertainment was due. I was the only tenant who enjoyed giving Fernie a hard time and, after what I’d overheard yesterday, I wanted more.

The girl had two large suitcases with duct tape on the sides and clothes spilling out. Oh baby, Fernie was not going to be happy.

“Ma’am. Why…why are you here? Again?”

“Moving in, boss.” She wiggled her eyebrows at him before her gaze found mine and her expression froze. It was a normal response when people recognized me and I hated the disappointment that seeped into my mind. There hadn’t been that dazed recognition the day before, so she had to know who I was, and that meant she knew about my arrest. She pressed her lips together for a second before speaking. “You again.”

“I live here.” I jutted my chin out at her bags. “I take it you are going to?”

“No. She’s not. That is not allowed. It has to be cleared with—”

“Settle down. Take a breath.” The petite woman held up her hands. “Mr. Alexandre already got authorization from the owner of the place. Do I need to show you my permission slip signed by my parents?”

Ferdinand’s eye twitched and he hung his head. “What is the point of having rules if we don’t follow them?” he mumbled under his breath, but loud enough for both of us to hear.

“Don’t be such a book two Hermione.” The blonde with blue hair laughed at her own joke and picked up the two large suitcases. “Don’t worry. I can handle it. No need to rush to help or anything.” She dragged them across the tile and narrowed her light blue eyes at me.

I wanted to know what that expression meant more than I cared to admit, and I took one of the bags from her. “I’ll help you.”

“God, manners and looks. Stay away from me, you.” She chewed on the side of her cherry-red lips and eyed me up and down. “Do you model? No. You’re not pretty enough. Don’t get me wrong, you’re beautiful. But not in a feminine, androgynous way, you know? Like Ruby Rose. God, that girl is fine. You, though. You have a pretty-boy face with a rugged, lumberjack vibe.”

My mind could barely keep up with her train of thought. It could have been the way her lips moved as she spoke, the bright red clashing with the white of her teeth and golden skin. It was memorizing despite the fact she was the total opposite of the women I was drawn to. I tended to go for tall, curvy bombshells, not petite girls with blue hair. We got into the elevator and the doors closed, leaving us close together, and she glanced up at me with concern in her eyes.

“You okay, Blue Bell?”

“Blue Bell?” she asked, her eyes going so wide I could see way too much white. “How did you know my middle name was Bell?”

“I, uh, didn’t.” I covered my mouth with my hand and enjoyed the dusting of freckles on her shoulders. She wasn’t wearing a tiny dress like before, but her green tank top showed enough skin to accentuate her tan. I pointed to her hair. “Sarah Bell, right?”

“Stranger danger, but you live here, so I guess it would be unfriendly to acknowledge you know my name.” She frowned and blinked fast. “Fine. Yes. My name is Sarah. Why do you know that? And who are you?”

“I have a great memory. Mr. Alexandre said your name yesterday and it stuck with me.” Sarah Bell Blue. It sounded wonderful and like a cartoon character all at the same time. There was a possibility she didn’t know what I did, and I held on tight to that truth. “I’m Brigham.”

“Just…Brigham?” She scrunched her nose and it looked as though she was sniffing me. “Like Shakira or Madonna?”

“Or like Beckham or The Rock.”

“The Brigham sounds stupid, and you can’t possibly have the same amount of swagger David Beckham has.” She clicked her tongue and looked at my ass without a sliver of embarrassment showing on her face. If anything, she looked proud. “Okay, maybe you do.”

I snorted. This chick was ridiculous. Totally ridiculous. “Monaghan. That’s my last name.”

“Eh. Average name. No offense.” She shrugged and I fought the urge to laugh again. People bought my jersey with my last name and number on it and Blue Bell here thought it was average. God, this shit was good. Gideon and Bummy would give me so much shit if they witnessed this. The elevator continued to ping while we went up each floor, and her face wrinkled with worry. “Are you going to hit your button and get off on your floor?”

“Yes.”

She stared as the floor numbers rose to the top and I hadn’t pressed a button. She licked her pretty bottom lip and cracked her knuckles once the doors opened at the highest floor. “You first, Brigham.”

“Ah, but ladies first. I have manners and good looks, as you said.”

“But you could’ve followed me up here to kill me, and I can’t have that happen. I have a job to do and two babies who need me. Dog babies. Not humans. Human children aren’t my thing.” She flung her hand outward and charm on her bracelet caught my eye. A dog bone.

“Blue Bell. I would not kill you. Not after riding in there with cameras. I’m not an idiot. Plus, I dislike Fernie and you annoy him, so it would be my honor to make sure you continue to annoy him.” I winked at her, hoping it would ease her distrust, and yet she made no moves to exit. She set her shoulders and straightened her spine. The girl had steel. I’d give her that.

We were at war. I tossed her bag into the hallway, took the other one from her hands and repeated the process. “Your stuff is out there. If we don’t get out, the doors will shut.”

She looked back and forth between the bags and me, and just as the doors started to shut, she jumped out with an excited cheer. “Ah ha!”

The sensor allowed me to exit, flustering Blue Bell, and the poor girl tripped over her bags trying to escape me. Now she lay on the floor, her long skinny legs going each direction, flashing me a pair of bright red panties—and god, the sight was not one that should’ve gotten me excited. But it did. My celibacy was wearing me down.

She held on to her brown satchel and positioned it like a weapon with one hand while she tried pulling down her black skirt with the other. “I will hurt your pretty face if you laugh at me for one second. Not even a giggle.”

I pressed my lips together tightly to try to obey her, but it didn’t last long when she tried getting up. She looked silly and it made me super happy to see her struggling. The straps of her bag were on her feet and she lost a shoe in the mix. “I would offer to help, but you might just think I’ll steal your stuff.”

“The gall of you.” She stood, dusted off her thighs and picked up both suitcases and her satchel, before marching down the hallway. “You better live up here or I’d think you were being stalkerish.”

“I do live up here.” I followed her down the hall and leaned against my door when she dropped her shit to knock on my neighbor. “You made your presence known that you will be living here. Is this with Mr. Alexandre or…?”

She cackled and put her hands on her knees. “Oh, look at you thinking absurd things. No. I am dog sitting for him for three months. Have you met Pico and Cassandra?”

I didn’t get a chance to answer. Mr. Alexandre opened the door, glared at me and ushered her inside before I could get another word in. It irritated me. He had been one of those people who’d greeted me every time we crossed paths, but once the incident had happened, he’d turned up his nose and refused to acknowledge my existence.

I went into my place and fell onto the couch, annoyed at myself and Mr. Alexandre. Partying wasn’t against the law. Neither were clubs or women or getting drunk. But as my dear sister liked to put it, I’d flaunted my fast lifestyle for too long for anyone to believe me when I said I didn’t do it.

Baseball meant too much to me to do the hard stuff. But the club had been busted and cocaine had been on the table and on my jacket from some drunk chick rubbing against me. It didn’t help that the police chief’s daughter had been there, who’d said the drugs were mine, so any chance at talking my way out of it had been gone.

I want a goddamn beer.

My fridge had water and protein shakes and that was it. No beer, no liquor, no wine. Fuck, all the good-tasting shit was off-limits until the case got dropped or until I got signed with the Los Soles baseball team again.

I groaned into my hand. Just thinking about not signing with them physically hurt me. They were my home. My family. My everything, and if I’d fucked it up for a night of fun, I’d never forgive myself. For one solid hour, I was distracted from thinking about my bleak future and I credited that to my temporary neighbor. She distracted me with her audacious personality and colorful everything. She made me feel normal and it was an addicting feeling.

Staying out of trouble was still my plan, but I adjusted it just a bit—make sure to run into Sarah Blue.

 


Chapter Three

Sarah

 

The dog stroller mocked me. I swore it. It rested in the corner of the apartment as both dogs were perched in it, despite having the entire place to run around in. They could’ve chosen the couch, bed, rugs, marble flooring, but no. They wanted the freaking stroller and wagged their tails whenever I looked at them. There were just a few things I never wanted to do, and walking two dogs in a stroller was one of them.

But Mr. Alexandre insisted I do it. It was in the rules.

Showtime.

My dignity had left long ago and had no plans to return. I might as well wear the fanny pack and fedora to complete the ensemble. Plus, the fanny pack was a great place to store my phone and the dog bags. It might not have been in style, but it was functional. It was still hot as balls outside and I changed from my pajamas to a sundress before adding the rest. It would do for a nice morning walk where outside felt like the inside of a stove.

“You guys wanna go outside? You wanna go for a walk?” I asked, raising my voice and clapping my hands. Cassie made no movements, but Pico wagged his tail frantically. Total opposites. “Good boy, Pico. Come here! Leave the stroller.”

The dog jumped out of the front part, forgoing the doggie stairs and landed on the floor so that his legs went in every direction. There was about two seconds of panic before the dog righted himself and I exhaled. I did not want to call Mr. Alexandre and explain how his precious pooch broke a leg on day one. Nope. Not a good look.

“Okay, Cassie, please, pretty please, get out of the stroller.” She glared at me, and when I tried to near her, she let out a deep growl. Not one that meant she would bite me, but it was enough of a warning for me to accept defeat. I would walk one dog like a normal canine, and the other in a stroller. The picture I made should’ve been on my dating apps. Boys would be lining up to date this.

Stroller.

Fedora.

Bright pink dress with a hot orange fanny pack.

Two dramatic dogs.

God, I screamed sex goddess with the look. I snapped a picture and sent it to my friends in our group chat, and was immediately sent back various forms of sobbing emojis. After taking the keys from the front table, I shut the door and made my way down the hall to the elevator. Did I glance at Brigham’s door? Yes. Did I sniff the air to see if his cologne was present? Also yes. He was so pretty to look at and kind and a terrible influence on a young woman like me. Mr. Alexandre’s insistence on staying away was as successful as the calorie labels on chocolate. Hello, yes, of course I know how much fat is in this and no, I don’t care, thank you.

There was no lingering man-scent in the air, and while it disappointed me, I was bound to run into him again a few times within the three months. We arrived at the elevator and I pressed the button, waiting for the familiar ding to signal its arrival, and when it happened, Pico chose that moment to lift his leg and pee on the right wall. “Ah, shit. Come on, man.”

“Hello to you too, Blue Bell.”

Ah, that sweet, wonderful voice. It was like a sexy hug the way it hit my ears. I looked up to meet his amused expression and blushed head to toe when his attention shifted to Pico and his mess. “This isn’t ideal,” I said.

“Running into me or having to clean dog pee? One sounds great, the other not so much,” he replied, chuckling and moving into the hallway so he stood next to me. He wore workout gear that showed his spectacular arm muscles and made my skinny, non-athletic body feel like an uncooked noodle.

“You damned well know that pee is not ideal. You are a nice surprise.” I unzipped my fanny pack and pulled out some napkins I’d stored in there. Brigham’s eyebrows rose into his hairline when I made a dramatic attempt to zip it shut.

“What else you got in there?”

“The essentials.” I rolled my eyes. “Gum, wipes, fruit snacks, dog bags, mints and lip balm.”

“Right. The essentials.”

“Don’t mock me, Monaghan. Sometimes walks are long and I need to be prepared for anything.”

“Fruit snacks?” he said, smiling so wide I got lost in his perfectly straight teeth.

“We all have our vices. Mine happen to be sugary crap filled with goo.” I frowned at Pico, who was now tried trying to eat the wipe I’d put on the floor. “Well, that didn’t work.”

“Do you need help?”

“Wiping pee?” I asked, deciding to head back in and clean it now before Fernie found it and reported it to someone who actually had authority. “Hm, can you stay right here with the dogs?”

I didn’t wait for him to reply before I handed off Pico’s leash and jogged back to the apartment. The keycode was easy to remember and I went in, grabbed paper towels and was back all within thirty seconds. “See? You’re a pro.”

“The one in the carriage looks like she wants to eat me.”

“Who wouldn’t?” I said, not thinking. My face warmed and I shrugged at his surprised laugh. “Apologies. That wasn’t appropriate of me. It’s just that your looks distract me.”

“Are you always so…honest?”

“Yes. It’s an issue, I know. My brain just is slower than my mouth. Or my mouth is slower, I’m not sure. But whatever tube my thoughts travel through to get to my mouth is clogged or something, because I say whatever comes to mind without filtering.” I wiped the mess up and groaned. “Damnit. I forgot a ziploc bag.”

I didn’t ask before hustling back inside and grabbing one, shoving the messy paper towels into it and shutting it. Brigham stared at me like I was the most bizarre creature he had ever seen and a trickle of doubt seeped in. I was weird. I knew it, my parents knew it and my friends told me all the time. The issue was, they got to know the real me so my weirdness didn’t bother them.

First dates were not so great for me. Dating in general wasn’t too great for me. The members of the opposite sex who I happened to be attracted to weren’t that into me. I accepted it and only let it bother me every so often. Like now. I cleared my throat and pushed my hair over my shoulders. “Thank you for your help. I can take it from here.”

He frowned as he passed over the leash. “Are you taking them, well, one of them, for a walk?”

“Per Mr. Alexandre’s orders, they require walks two times a day.” I pressed the elevator button and tapped my foot on the floor to the song I’d been rocking out to before walking time. Brigham could’ve left at any time and I didn’t want him to think I was keeping him here. I snuck a glance and he had a cute little line between his eyebrows, which could have been concern, curiosity or displeasure. The attractiveness of his face threw me off and I couldn’t decipher his mood. The ding signaled the doors opening and I was glad to escape the narrow hallway. I went to push the stroller in first, but Brigham reached out and took the bar in his hands.

“Can I walk with you?’

“I mean, I won’t stop you if you walk outside on a public sidewalk.” Goddamn it. Why am I this way? Why?

“It is out of your jurisdiction.” He looked down at Cassie with tender eyes. “She looks so grumpy. Honestly, she has the same expression my grandma has when I cuss at dinner.”

That made me snort in a very unattractive way. “You shouldn’t cuss in front of your grandma. It is ungentlemanly of you.”

“Noted, Blue Bell.”

We stared at each other as we descended, and the longer I studied him, the hotter my face got. He looked like a good time wrapped in a pretty, sparkly, hot pink bow. There was no reason he should be giving me any attention. I was so far out of his league, it was laughable. The kind of laughing that required a knee slap or two. My mind whirled, and the more I thought about it, the more it didn’t make sense. “Why are we talking?”

“Excuse me?” He gave me an odd look before reaching over and petting Cassie. The hussy dragged her tongue all over his hand—which, who can blame her—and did not growl once. Rude.

“Why are you walking with us?” I asked as we headed into the foyer. Fernie saw us and scowled, so I winked at him. Maybe I’d make him some lemon squares. He looked like he could use some. He was totally not a brownie type of guy.

“Are you meeting up with someone? Shit, sorry. Am I keeping you?” He stopped walking and ran a hand over his jaw. It was endearing to see actual worry in his eyes.

I held up a hand and smiled. “No. You are not imposing in the least. I was just curious as to why you, a rugged lumberjack model, want to hang out with me, a pet sitter with four hundred dollars to my name.”

He laughed. Hard. “God, you’re great.” He kept giving me warm glances that obviously went to my head, because there was no reason for tenderness on his face. But both hands remained on the stroller and he pushed. “Four hundred, huh? Don’t spend it all at once.”

“Ha. Ha.” I started walking behind him and my skin started perspiring the second the heat hit us. “I took out all these loans for school, where I went to classes I didn’t want to attend. It was a shit decision. My dream job is doing what I’m doing—pet-sitting. But if I’m going to share it all, which I might as well, my real dream would be to start my own pet-sitting business.”

“People do treat their pets better than some kids.”

“Right? I love animals but don’t want to be a vet. School is so not my thing.” I scrunched my nose. “You need to share something about yourself now, since I’ve told you everything in my diary.”

His expression warmed before we turned the corner so we were on one of the busiest streets in downtown Phoenix. Cars whipped by and the sun reflected off the windshields so it hit my eyes. I held up my hand to block the aggressive light, but it was no use. Brigham handed me his aviators. “Here, wear these.”

“Those manners again.” I took them without letting my fingers touch his because I would surely combust from the contact. “Thank you, Brigham. Do I look super cool in them?” I asked, striking a model pose. “I could never wear aviators since I tend to wear sunglasses like a hair accessory and the little nose guards get stuck in my hair. It’s a whole thing.”

“The fanny pack overrides the cool glasses. No offense.”

“None taken.” We passed a coffee shop and I swore a couple of heads turned our way as we passed. I got it. He was a looker and I was walking next to him. But one woman took out their phone and captured a photo of him. I checked to see if he noticed, but he looked unaffected. Weird. “Anyway, tell me your darkest secret. That’s only fair.”

He coughed down a laugh and got quiet for a few seconds. “I’m terrified my current…job won’t want to keep me after a pretty big misunderstanding. The fear paralyzes me and I get lost in my head.”

“Hm.” I bit my lip and digested his words. “Can you clear up the misunderstanding?”

He made a pained face. “I’ve tried, but there are people who have more influence and are…twisting the story.”

“Lying? They are lying? Can you involve Human Resources?”

He shrugged. “I’m waiting to see what the outcome is, and it could be any day, week, month or second. It’s exhausting. That’s why I like hanging with you, Blue Bell. You distract me.”

Goddamn it—my entire body flushed red. “Did we just become friends?”

“Ha. Yes. Yes, we did.” He continued looking at me with warmth in his hazel eyes and my knees threatened to buckle. That wouldn’t do. I focused on Pico and his awful walking etiquette. The damn dog weaved back and forth so fast he also took me down with him. I stumbled, and Brigham reached out with his massive hand and curled his fingers around my elbow. “Woah, careful there.”

“Yeesh. Thank you.” The fact I almost fell caused me to feel light-headed—not the brief contact from my forever man-crush. “So,” I started, cleared my throat and needed to change the direction of my thoughts. “What do you do?”

“I uh, work in sports.” His voice seemed different. Less friendly and more distant. “Why?”

“Just learning more about my new friend and trying to brainstorm a way we can fix your situation. I might be small, but I’m sneaky. Deceptively sneaky. Never engage in a prank war with me, because I will win. Always.” I made sure to look as stern as possible, and he responded with a lopsided grin.

My heart turned gooey at his playful expression.

“Big words, Blue Bell. Those are big words.”

“Shit. You said sports. Does that mean you’re stupidly competitive? Like, you give yourself a prize for cleaning your plate and that second place is the first-loser type of guy?” I cringed and pretended to scoot farther away from him. “I’m rethinking our friendship already.”

“You never gave me a chance to,” he said, moving closer to me as a group of teenage girls approached us. He reached out and put an arm around my shoulders, and all the air left my lungs when he pressed me against his side. My god. The muscles. The scent. The warmth.

Wait, why is he doing this?

“Brigham! Oh my god, it’s you!” one very pretty girl said, holding up her phone and taking pictures of us. “Can I get a selfie with you, please?”

The other girls started asking rapid-fire questions and soon, there was a circle around us. It happened so fast. Like, less than thirty seconds and we had no clear escape path. I tried moving, but his grip on me tightened and it hit me. Brigham had fans. Fans who knew his name.

Oh god, what does he do? Some sports ball star?

“Ladies, please, no photos today. I’m out with someone and I want to respect her privacy.”

Wrong thing to say, man. I could’ve told him that. Every pair of eyes moved in my direction like a weird Toy Story scene and various emotions stared back at me. Anger, confusion, jealously, sadness. I stood where they wanted to be. “Who is she? Is she your girlfriend? You’re dating?”

Brigham started walking forward and picked up Pico so the poor guy wouldn’t get trampled. “We need to tend to the dogs. Maybe another time.” He pushed forward without stepping on anyone, and it wasn’t until we got a block away that he set Pico down and gave me the saddest look. “I was hoping you wouldn’t find out about that part of my life.”

“The part where you probably play sports ball and have fans?”

“Yes.” He pinched his nose and his eyes looked darker. “Do you watch baseball?”

This time I laughed hard. “No. Sports are not my thing. Not even a little bit. Soccer has the black and white ball and tennis is the small yellow. That might be the extent to which I know anything that involves balls.” Oh my god. I hit my forehead. “I said balls.”

“You did,” he said with humor in his voice. The dark expression left and I was glad. “Now you know.”

“That you play with balls for a living?”

He barked out a laugh, and I decided it was my new favorite thing. Making Brigham happy. “That I’m a well-known athlete.”

“Yeah. I guess I do know.” I started walking again. “Good thing I really don’t care.”

“Wait, really?”

“Yup. Why would it? If you make me play anything athletic, I will refuse and throw an entire fit about it. And if you make me watch it against my will, I will get revenge, and I warned you about that. So, yeah…I’m good.”

He opened his mouth a couple of times, but no sound came out besides a relieved sigh. “Okay then.”

“Glad it’s settled. Oh, look out, Pico is trying to pee on you.”

 

 


Chapter Four

Brigham

 

They posted our fucking picture. Blue Bell with her fanny pack and hat, and me, pushing the stroller with a dumbass smile.

“This is brilliant. God, the dog stroller kills me, dude. Kills me.” My agent paced around the kitchen island in the apartment, wearing a scary-looking grin and an equally terrifying glint in his eyes. “It could work.”

“What could work?” I tensed. Charles Fox was one of the best at negotiating deals to make sure players got paid a lot, but that didn’t mean he always used the kindest tactics. “I’ve trusted you for four years, and every time you have that creepy-ass look, it doesn’t mean good news.”

“Your reputation is shit. Shit. Total shit.”

Each word was like a punch to the groin. He wasn’t wrong, and I didn’t hide my flinch. There was no apology on his face at all, and he continued. “You got arrested for drug possession and resisting arrest. Los Soles haven’t had this much bad press since your pal Gideon Titan went off against Tate.”

I rubbed the heels of my hands into my eyes and groaned. He was right again. Talk of me, and our team, was brought up on MLB TV every other day, asking what the team would do. If they would offer me another contract, if I was worth the investment…

They weren’t even my fucking drugs.

“My reputation sucks. We get it. So what are you talking about then?”

“Dating this Tinkerbelle.” He pulled up the latest photo on his phone and zoomed in on her face. “She’s not a bombshell, but she’s cute. Innocent-looking. She’s walking a froo-foo dog and wearing a fanny pack. I doubt this chick has seen a drug in her life.”

An unexpected, ugly urge to hit him in the face rushed over me. “Dude, chill.”

“What? I’m not offending Sarah.” He stretched his arms over his head and the tightness of his suit stretched with him. The dark colors of the material combined with the shadow over his face, reminded me of a shark. He was not someone I ever wanted to cross. “You disapprove of my comment.”

“Well, yeah.” I frowned, trying to pinpoint what pissed me off specifically, since his words were true. She was cute, but not a bombshell, and she did look innocent. “We aren’t dating. We’ve been together three times.”

“Semantics, Brigham. Haven’t you learned anything about this high life? It’s about perception. The public will think what they want.” He made an obnoxious sound with his mouth and plopped down on the island chair. “Continue seeing her.”

“Charles… I’m not…not gonna use her.” I shook my head and hated the tone. “She’s nice and uninvolved in all of this.”

“You don’t have to do anything with her. You said she’s staying across the hall?” He jutted his chin toward the front door. “Dog sitting?”

“Yes, why?”

“Walk with her. Be seen. That’s all I’m asking. She is the furthest thing from the cleat chasers you liked having around your arms, and it wouldn’t hurt to let others think it’s more.” He typed something out on his phone without looking at me and abruptly stood up, dragging the chair along the tile so it made a grating noise. “I gotta head out. Walk with her. Get photos. Stay out of the fucking clubs.”

“As always, it’s great chatting with you.” I gritted my teeth as I walked him out and let the door slam behind him. Maybe it was shame, or resentment, or a combination of way too many feelings, but I needed to release energy. There were three more days of the All-Star break, and despite Charles wanting me to use Sarah, the thought of seeing her again helped rid me of the negativity. She was a breath of fresh air and I wanted to cleanse my mind.

It was noon on Wednesday and I hoped she would be home. With a quick check to make sure I didn’t smell—I didn’t—I grabbed my keys and made the short trip to her door. As soon as I knocked, the dogs started yapping, and after a full minute of waiting, someone opened the door, but it wasn’t Blue Bell.

It was a dude.

He had shaggy black hair and only wore sweatpants, and there wasn’t a rational explanation for the instant dislike I had for him. He nodded at me. “Hey, man, can I help you?”

I searched over his head to see if Sarah was in the background and felt a stab of disappointment when an empty foyer met me. “Is Sarah here?”

“Yeah, let me get her.” The dude kept the door cracked, which I didn’t like, but it made sense since he had no idea who I was. “Yo, Blue, someone’s at the door.”

“Is it our food?” she called out, and the relief was instant.

“Some guy.”

“Hm.” Soft footsteps approached the door and her face lit up when she saw me. “You.”

“Hello, Blue Bell.” I smiled and was so damn happy she was there. She wore another tiny dress, but this one was bright red and showcased her long legs. “I see you’re busy.”

“Am I?” She frowned and looked at her hands. “I’ve had a particularly lazy day, actually. I’ve done zero productive things besides letting dogs out and talking to them. In fact, I should put do nothing on a Post-It just so I can cross it off.” She put her hands on her narrow hips and shrugged. “You’re looking at me like I grew two heads.”

“No,” I said, fighting the urge to laugh. “I really get what you’re saying. My day has been pretty similar. Nothing to report.”

“So what do I owe this pleasure?”

“Wanted to see if you were talking the dogs for a walk again.” Not because of Chris. Because it’ll get her away from the guy. “I was hoping to tag along.”

“Getting restless?” she asked. Her large blue eyes softened and she leaned against the doorway. “Any update on the whole job mess?”

“No.” A wave of self-disgust ran through me. Charles’ plan mocked me in the back of my mind. I shook my head, hoping the self-loathing would disappear. Just thinking about it made me want to punch something, and I changed topic as fast as I could. “How are the divas?”

“Them.” She grunted. “One decided to shit in the bathroom. So that was fun.” She ran a hand through her long hair and sighed. The gesture made her chest rise and strain against the tight dress, and she brought her hand to play with her necklace. She moved the silver charm back and forth and it took all my effort to look away when she started talking again.

“They aren’t due to walk for another two hours, but you are more than welcome to hang out if you want. No pressure. You can go back into your place and I can knock when we’re ready. It could be a code, like three knocks. Long ones. Or, you know, maybe another day, too.” She moved that damn charm again, and the motion combined with the slight reddening of her cheeks charmed me.

“I’ll hang out.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Unless that was a pity invite,” I teased, regretting it when she frowned. “What are you up to?”

“Baking. Mr. Alexandre has a large double oven and I love it. If I could live in it, I would. Honestly, it’s bigger than my studio apartment.”

The thought made me laugh and I followed her into my neighbor’s place, enjoying the light lemon scent that trailed behind her. She seemed to bounce when she walked and her ankle bracelet and bright orange toenails popped out. It was cute. No other word for it.

“Hey, man, my name’s Ethan.” The guy without a shirt joined us in the kitchen and held out a hand. I shook it and introduced myself, but didn’t try to hide my annoyance. “How do you know Blue?”

“Met her when she was yelling at our doorman.” I caught her gaze and she smirked. It felt like our own inside joke and I liked it.

The guy laughed and looked at Sarah with nothing but fondness. “That’s my girl.”

“You’ve met him. He is way too uptight. I should make him cookies. That man needs some dessert in his life,” Sarah said.

“Or to get laid,” Ethan said, causing Sarah to chuckle. “He yelled at me for bringing in a cup without a lid.”

“You did spill it, Easy E.” Sarah nudged him with her hip. “Ethan here is messy. Not like a normal mess-maker. Like a shitshow, destroys things all the time messy. He’s gone through two couches in four years.”

“Dude, one wasn’t my fault and you know it, punk.” He tried hitting her with a paper towel roll and it was clear they knew each other well. Really well.

“You two know each other long?” I sat on the barstool and didn’t hold back the comment that came to mind. “You remind me of my sister and me.”

“Might as well be related. We’ve known each other, what…twenty years?” Ethan said, counting on his fingers. “My twin sister is her best friend.”

“And you came with the deal even though I’ve tried returning you.”

“Shut up.”

I laughed then. They were just like me and my sister, and now that I knew he wasn’t with Sarah, my mood brightened. “It smells good in here. What are you making?”

“Slutty brownies.” She wiggled her eyebrows and went to a baking pan. “The best dessert ever.”

“Uh, forgive me.” I moved closer to her and looked over her shoulder at the dish. “What are in these slutty brownies?”

“Cookie dough. Oreos. Brownies. Here, you mix this while I start crumbling the Oreos.” She didn’t wait before shoving the brownie mix at me and, in the pass-off, she moved too fast and spilled the batter all over my shirt.

Not in a subtle, ‘just a towel will clean it up’ way.

A full-on brown goo covering my white T-shirt.

“Oh no no no.” She covered her mouth with her hands as she eyed me and burst into action, grabbing a towel and starting to wipe my stomach down. “I’ll get this off. I promise. Here I was, telling you all about Ethan, and damn, I spilled.”

“It’s okay,” I said, trying to still her rapid movements. Her limbs went everywhere and she dabbed the towel against me over and over. “Blue Bell, it’s okay.”

“I’m sorry, Brigham.” She hung her head but kept her hands on me and a beat passed before she flung her hand off me like I’d caught fire. She set the towel in the sink and grabbed another. Ethan looked on, highly amused, and a part of me felt bad for how flustered Blue Bell got. Her entire face was red and she bit down on her bottom lip way too hard.

“I’m not mad. No need to stress.” I pulled the edge of the shirt off my skin a bit and pointed to the door with my other finger. “I should go change.”

“Right. Right.” She hit her hand against her forehead and got some mix on her sun-kissed skin. “I’ll drop off whatever I bake for you.” She put her hands on my back this time and guided me toward the door. For a tiny thing, she was sure acting strong now. I barely took two steps outside before she slammed it shut, leaving me alone, covered in batter and confused.

I wanted to knock and reassure her it was fine, but thought better of it. Something was going on for her to have that reaction to some spilled batter. With a quick shake of my head, I went back into my place and showered. It was lonely.

I couldn’t call my sister. Most of the guys had partners or families to occupy their time with and my goofy temporary neighbor had kicked me out. I slipped on some loose shorts and decided to clean. What a way to pass the time. If the tabloids could see me now. Brigham Monaghan cleans microwave. How scandalous!

It took a good thirty minutes to find a groove, and soon enough, my entire kitchen was cleaned. It felt therapeutic to wipe everything down. Like a literal clean slate. The urge to reward myself with a beer made it hard to grab a plain bottle of water, and I took a long swig just as a soft knock captured my attention. Blue Bell.

She carried a tray of sweetness and had a goofy grin on her face. “Your slutty brownies, good sir.”

“Ah, yes. I like my desserts extra dirty,” I said, motioning her into my place. She waltzed in and stopped as soon as her gaze landed on my bare chest. Her eyes widened and her entire face turned red. It was too easy and I should’ve been nicer, but goddamn, it was cute. “Want me to put a shirt on?”

“Uh, um, maybe?” She stared hard at my pecs and down to my happy trail. She gulped and cleared her throat before setting the dessert on the island. “Here. Your food. Slutty food.” She backed up to the door without looking at me and I reached out to grab her wrist gently.

“Hey, you don’t need to leave.” She slowly turned around and stared at everything but me. “Do I make you nervous?”

“Um,” she said, scrunching her nose and closing her eyes until she angled her face up to stare at my head. “No. When I look at your face, no. Your chest. Strong naked chest. Very much so.”

“I can put a shirt on.”

“That would probably be better. Words are hard when you look like that.” She gritted her teeth and snuck another glance at my pecs. “I haven’t seen a lot of chests in my life. Yours is…extraordinary.”

Damn, my ears got hot at her compliment. “Thanks.”

“Really. All the curves and shadows from the strength.” She gulped and moved closer. “You’re not too bulky or a meathead.”

She took another step closer and she twitched her hand before reaching out. “Can I touch you?”

“Yes.” My voice came out rough and deeper than I’d expected. I had been with lots of women, but her touch was softer. She sucked in a breath when she feathered her fingers over my pecs, tickling down my stomach and splaying her entire hand. Blood went south, fast, and I cleared my throat. It made her jump, and she yanked her hand back and turned as red as a tomato. Her breathing hitched, and for the life of me, I didn’t want her to stop.

“Blue Bell,” I pleaded. She looked up at me with curiosity and heat in her eyes. The air seemed heavy as I closed the distance between us. Her full lips parted, and just as I was about to do something stupid, my phone rang. The disturbance changed everything and Sarah ran toward the door. She stopped before completely exiting and laughed.

“I’ve never been so bold in my life. I’m terrified and proud.” She shook her head and pointed to the tray. “Enjoy your slutty brownies.”

Charles’ face popped up on my phone. He was the last person I wanted to talk to and our conversation earlier tainted everything. Sarah was innocent in this and I needed to remember that. It wasn’t fair to get involved with someone like her when I was a mess, and it couldn’t happen again. With a sour taste in my mouth, I called my agent back and prepared, I hope, listen to an upcoming opportunity that could clear my name. “Hey, Charles.”

“Got news for you, bud. You need to sit down for this.”

 


Chapter Five

Sarah

 

Cluck cluck.

I was being a chicken and avoiding any run-ins with my dear, sexy sports ball neighbor. The fact that I’d groped him still shocked me. I didn’t do that. Ever.

I was a twenty-three-year-old virgin and had acted like a hussy. “Ugh!” I stopped wiping the counter down for the third time and shook my limbs. The unsettled feeling took root in my gut and I didn’t know how to get rid of it. Apologize to him? Tell him it wouldn’t happen again?

Ask to touch him again?

No. No. Not that.

Pico whined by the front door and I growled at him. “We’re avoiding the hallway, boy. Get with the program.”

He whined again while Cassie perched herself on a pillow on the couch, obviously judging every move I made. The attitude of these dogs could give my best friend Megan a run for her money. I groaned while Pico continued to whine, then slipped on my Birkenstock sandals and a large sunhat. If these damn dogs needed to pee outside, I refused to let my neck get burned. I positioned the dogs safely in the stroller and I hustled down the hallway to the elevator with my heart practically beating at the base of my throat. No sign of Brigham. No accidental groping.

The day might turn out to be a good one.

The intense sun beat down on my arms and it felt good to be outside, even if for a few minutes. The sun always settled me. There was no way I could ever live anywhere outside Phoenix—I had a blue sky, bright sun addiction, so other cities like Seattle or Chicago wouldn’t do. If it was gloomy for three days, my mental health dropped low.

The dogs wagged their tails as others walked by and either laughed or raised eyebrows at the ridiculous get-up. It cheered me up from my brazen decision to touch someone like Brigham. Dogs were my happy place and this job was just one step closer to opening up my own business. The plans were there—a dog boarding site with an app where owners could check in on their dogs in their rooms with a camera. Ethan and Megan would help me get it up and running, with his finesse for finance and her marketing skills, and I just needed to find a groomer and another full-time staff member who would be okay not getting paid really great the first few months.

The down payment on a small house in north Phoenix was twenty thousand and this job would get me enough to jump head-first into it. Homeowner to pet boarder. I could do it despite my parents’ constant refusal to see my point. It would take hard work and time. Two things I had a lot of, without the choking amount of homework and student debt I’d said goodbye to.

There was no room in my life for a beautiful distraction like Brigham Monaghan. Content with my incredible ability to push thoughts of him to the back of my mind, I hummed to an upbeat pop song while I reentered the building. Fernie and I hadn’t improved our conversational skills, but he didn’t glare at me like he wanted me to drop dead. “Hey, Fernie, did you like the lemon squares I dropped off for you?”

He pursed his lips and sent an icy stare to the plate that sat on the front counter. “You made those?”

“Yes. I only put in a little poison, though.”

“I thought I tasted something off.”

“Did you just…joke with me?” I put a hand over my heart and gasped in a very dramatic fashion. One tiny side of his mouth quirked up and I couldn’t stop my bubble of laughter. “Holy damn, Ferdinand. Put that in the books.”

“You assume because I’m old that I do not understand humor?”

“No. Not at all.” I held my tongue and studied the curmudgeon of a man. “Where do you live?”

He looked offended. “I am not divulging that information, Ms. That is highly inappropriate.”

“Woah, I was asking to be kind. I’ll call it a day and head back up to my temporary residence.” I pushed the button and tapped my feet on the tile, sneaking another glance at him. I swore he had a shadow of a smile on his face. “I expect that plate washed and polished like I’m the queen before you return it to me with a kind handwritten thank-you note.”

“Is that all?”

“Leave a request for your next dessert.” The doors opened and I pushed the stroller in like I was a badass, and waved at him as they shut. It felt weird to enjoy our back and forth, and he might not admit it, but I thought he did too. I made a mental note to make him a batch of cookies the next time I needed to bake something sweet and was already planning my next trip to the grocery store. “Siri, put down baking supplies on my shopping list.”

“Will do, Your Highness,” the phone master replied.

After getting the dogs more water and doing a Facetime with Mr. Alexandre, I was about to fire up my laptop and try working on my website. There was a business in Denver that was essentially what I wanted to be, only they took cats. The Cattery had small rooms for each cat and was set up in the mountains. I loved their Instagram and scrolled through posts with a huge smile on my face. This was my goal.

To have that much joy and to give all my love to dogs.

Someone rang the doorbell and my nerves went to shit. I hadn’t ordered anything, so it was probably Brigham. Two days since the groping incident. My palms sweated an embarrassing amount and I wiped them on my bright blue romper. “Okay, be cool, be brave, Sarah.”

My pep talk didn’t help.

Without checking the peephole, I flung it open and hoped I looked calm, cool and collected. But it wasn’t Brigham and my disappointment conflicted with my relief. “Hello,” I said, scanning the man’s shirt. “Frank.”

“Ms. Blue?”

“That is I.” I frowned at the box and vase of flowers in his hands. “Did you bring me flowers? Frank, we barely know each other. That’s a little fast, don’t you think?”

He laughed hard and passed over a clipboard. Who still requires signatures? “You’re funny. I appreciate that.”

“Thank you.” I took the vase in one hand and the box in the other. “Any chance you know what this is about? I don’t have any pursuers and no one pissed me off enough to require an apology gift.”

“Don’t know, ma’am. Have a nice day.”

He left and I stared at the box far too long, and the door across the hall moved. I panicked and tried to escape, but the objects made it impossible and shit. Brigham stared at me, looking way too good to be true in a backward hat and a black shirt that showcased the chest I’d groped.

“Mr. Monaghan,” I said, sounding like a freaking weirdo. “Hope you’re having a pleasant day.”

He eyed the flowers and a line appeared between his eyebrows. “Nice flowers.”

“Thank you. They must be from Fernie. We are best friends now,” I replied, quite proud that my voice sounded normal. “Well, I should get inside.”

“Are you avoiding me, Blue Bell?” he asked, walking closer to me and smiling. The particles in the air seemed to move for him. “You are, aren’t you?”

“Avoiding? Hm. No. Don’t recall.” I tapped my free finger against my chin.

“I thought we were friends.”

Shit. He did look sad, and guilt consumed me. He was going through something with sports ball, and I did stop talking to him. “Damnit. We are friends. I…come on in. Let me set this down.”

His answering grin made me feel like I’d made the right move. I would own up to my foolishness and be done with it. He followed me as I set the flowers and box onto the island, and I placed both hands flat on the cool counter and stood to my fullest height before tilting my face up toward his. “I am sorry for avoiding you and for groping you. It was highly uncharacteristic of me and there are no words for how much I regret it. I am under no illusions with you and was embarrassed.”

He nodded and stayed on his side of the room. “Consider it forgotten.”

“Just like that?” I asked, hating the slight hit to my ego. “It’s not weird I touched you?”

“Blue Bell,” he said, rubbing a hand on the back of his neck. “No. I’m touched all the time with my job.”

“Oh.” I gulped, remembering all the women taking photos of him earlier in the week. God, I was an idiot. Of course he got touched. He was beautiful and rugged and lots of women—and men—had a thing for sports ball dudes. “Duh. Obviously.” I started fidgeting and grabbed a pair of scissors to cut the box open. I needed to do something with my nervous energy and hated how awkward the room felt. It had been so easy with him until I’d ruined it.

“Who sent the gifts?” He moved to my side and watched me open the box. He leaned forward and searched the vase. “No card in the flowers.”

I shrugged and carefully removed an envelope from the red tissue paper. It was addressed to me, so that was a good sign. I flipped it open.

 

Dear Ms. Blue,

Would you please accompany me to an upcoming charity event regarding rescue animals? It would mean the world to me.

Brigham

 

“Wait,” I said, looking back and forth between him and the note. “You?”

He blinked in surprise and I passed him the note. “Shit.” He groaned and a serious look came over his face, that it was safe to assume was anger.

Meaning he didn’t want me to get the flowers?

“Were you acting like you didn’t know who sent these or…?” I left it hanging open-ended. “Judging by your face right now, I wasn’t supposed to receive this.”

“You weren’t.” He made a fist and hit the top of the counter. “My agent must’ve sent this to you.”

“Oh.” I chewed on my lip as my stomach dropped. This was an accident. He did not want to attend a charity event with me. The flowers were not from him, to me. The woman who was awkward and groped him. “That’s okay. Don’t worry. I’m busy, anyway.” I shoved the box toward him and forced a smile. “Speaking of busy, I actually need to do some work.”

“Sarah.”

Not Blue Bell. “Hm?” I did not look at him and chose to get ingredients out to bake a cake. Cake sounded great and went with anything. Regret, sadness or birthdays. I grabbed the flour and cocoa powder and vanilla before a hand rested on my shoulder. He turned me around and put a second hand on my other shoulder, caging me into a position where I was forced to look at him.

His height was spectacular and having his bare hands on my bare shoulder almost felt sinful. The warmth of them spread to my fingers, but the seriousness on his face stopped all errant thoughts. “I fucked this up.”

“What…how?”

He sighed and his minty breath tickled my skin. “I hurt your feelings, and that was not my intention when I said you weren’t supposed to get this.”

“It’s okay. Don’t worry.” I blinked and tried to look relaxed.

“It’s not.” He rubbed my shoulders and pressed his lips together in a tight line. “My agent oversteps his bounds sometimes and he should not be doing this shit—sending things in my name to people on my behalf. He told me I needed a date to this thing and I said no—because I don’t want to drag anyone into this mess I’m in at my job—and he took that as a fucking invitation to…do this. Ask you.” He frowned and did look guilty. “I’m really sorry.”

“Thanks for explaining.” I tried scooting away from him, but he pulled me in closer.

“You won’t look me in the eye, and it bums me out you’re upset.” He released his hands on me, taking his heat with him, and he put them in his pockets. “How can I make it up to you?”

“You don’t have to.” I got the mixing bowl out and changed my mind. Last time I’d had batter with him around, it had led to ridiculous things. I needed to change the subject or get him out of here. “So, rescue animals?”

His jaw tightened and he looked pissed off again, and I flinched. “Sorry for asking. It’s just, with the business I want to start, rescue animals are so important. The whole ‘adopt, don’t shop’ thing needs more ground, and I didn’t know you were into helping them. It’s nice.”

“Would you be interested in going?” he asked, sounding like he’d rather take a bite out of the glass bowl.

“Don’t ask me out of pity, Brigham.” This time my voice came out stronger. I could handle brush-offs or misunderstandings, but pity was a no-no. I pointed the spatula at him. “The charity event sounds wonderful, but I will not go because you feel bad for me.”

“What? No. Damnit!” He took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “I keep making this worse. Jesus.”

“You really are,” I replied, getting a hint of a smile from him.

“Look, Blue Bell, I’ll be honest here. Full truth.” He waited for me to nod before continuing. “You coming with me to this event will help me out. You would be doing me a favor. I would love to have you come with me. Are you kidding? You’re fun and you make me laugh, and that is something that I haven’t done in a while. But I didn’t want you getting involved in my shitstorm life. So I wasn’t asking out of pity or guilt. I was curious because I’m being selfish.”

“It’d help you out?”

“That’s what you got out of that?” He laughed. “Christ, woman.”

I shrugged. “I do feel a bit better about the pity thing.”

“Good, because it is far from the truth.” He eyed the flowers and scowled. “If I were to get you flowers, they would be blue. Everything blue. Not red roses.”

“Noted.”

He gave me a shy grin this time and I matched it. “Ah, there’s your smile. I missed it.”

I blushed right in the open and didn’t care. “There will be people there who have pets, yes?”

He thought about it for a second before nodding. “I guarantee it.”

I can bring business cards and network and make connections. Butterflies took root in my gut and I could hardly contain my excitement. “Okay, we’re doing each other a favor then.”

He raised one eyebrow, which sent a wave of jealousy through me, because I envied those who had the talent to move one at a time. I looked like a creeper when I attempted the eyebrow-arch move. “How is this two-sided?”

“I told you about my dream job. There will be people there who’ll travel at some point and need a place for their fur-children. I can network, spread the word and start putting myself out there. Go big or go home, Brigham. I might as well dive in.”

He ran his teeth over his bottom lip and his entire face lit up. “Deal. We can hang out, eat nice food, and we both get something out of it.”

“What is the attire for this fancy charity? Will there be puppies to adopt there? Are you famous? You know, scratch that. You probably are and I’d rather not think about it.” I found my phone and looked up at him to see a goofy, full-face smirk. “Why are you laughing at me?”

“You’re cute, Blue Bell.” He took my phone from my hands and a ping went off a few seconds later. “You have my number now and I have yours. I’ll text you the information.”

“But you avoided my questions.”

“Wear one of your little dresses. There will be animals to adopt. And in the sports world, I’m kinda well known.”

“Thank you.” I smoothed my hand over my stomach. “When is it?”

“Friday night.” His eyes filled with something like tenderness and he reached out to squeeze my shoulder again. “I’m glad we’re okay now. I know this is only for a couple months, but I’m really glad you’re here.”

“Me too.” I blinked up at him and had the insane urge to kiss him. His lips were pouty and so kissable that it was getting hard to not stare at his mouth. He had stubble around his jaw. I had never kissed someone with facial hair and I was so very curious. But I’d ruined it the last time I’d acted on an urge, so I held out my hand. “It will be very fun being your friend, Brigham Monaghan.”

He snorted and shook my hand. “You are unlike anyone I’ve ever met, Sarah Bell Blue. I can’t wait for our date on Friday.”

“Date?” I gulped.

“I’ll bring flowers meant for you this time.” He winked and took off toward the door, leaving me a little breathless and nervous and excited all at the same time. Friday…damn. I had a date with a hot sports ball guy who I would make sure to stay in the friendzone with.

Awesome.

 

 


Chapter Six

Brigham

 

Despite the urge to fire Charles for interfering in my personal life again, I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been excited to go to a charity event. It wasn’t because I was heartless—I loved giving back to the community—but the photo-opportunities and the schmoozing and the fakeness of the nights wore me down.

But tonight was different.

Sarah would be with me. Not as my fake girlfriend to appease Charles’ idea that it would help my image, but because she could use it as a career move. She wasn’t a pawn in his game but had instead chosen to make her own decision, and I was proud of her. It was silly, only having known her a week, but it didn’t make it less true. She was so far removed from the fast-paced high life of famous athletes that she was precious to me. I would protect her from that side of my life, no matter what.

I showered and got ready after an afternoon session at the gym, and the huge bouquet of blue irises sat on my table. The color was almost identical to her eyes. I’d hung up on my sister after asking her what flowers were blue and where I could find them. She was nosy as hell, but she could wait until our call tomorrow. It was five and, fuck it, I wasn’t waiting until five-thirty to go over. I had a restless energy that had everything to do with my date for the night, and surprising her early with flowers and wine seemed like a good idea.

With the flowers in one hand and the wine tucked underneath my arm, I locked my door and was about to knock on hers when the elevator pinged. She walked out with an empty plate and her face froze when she saw me. “Oh no. I swear I’m not late, right? Oh shit.”

“You’re not.” Nerves got to me for the first time in years, and I coughed to cover them up. “I was bored and thought I’d come over early.”

“Phew.” She blew out a long breath and her face softened when her gaze landed on the flowers. “Beautiful. Wow.”

“They match your eyes,” I said, hating myself for how goddamn cheesy that sounded. Her answering giggle made it worth it, though.

“Dork,” she said, taking them from me and burying her face in them. “I know the first flowers weren’t from you, but this is the most flowers I’ve ever had. No one has given me any before. Well, my dad did once, but it wasn’t cute. My mom forced him to, but, anyway, let’s not rehash that story.” She entered the code and I followed her into the foyer. She wore tiny jean shorts and a plaid shirt that showed a sliver of her stomach, and it shouldn’t have affected me that much, but damn.

Tiny Blue Bell is cute.

“I’m glad you got them twice on my behalf then,” I said, reminding myself to stay focused.

She set them on the counter and her eyes widened when her gaze landed on my chest. For a second, I thought I’d spilled something on my shirt, but she blushed head to toe. “Man, you look excellent in a suit. Very excellent.”

Very excellent? I fought a laugh. “Thank you.”

“My dress is not that fancy.” She checked her watch and winced. “I promise I’ll get ready fast. Just…hang out. Talk to the dogs. They like men, those hussies.”

“Okay then,” I said, but she’d already disappeared into a back room. The two dogs in question stared at me for a full three minutes before coming over to me for attention. They were cute but high-maintenance, and I’d always imagined a dog being a black Lab. Playing fetch, going for hikes and long walks. Not…a stroller. But to each their own.

Small footsteps pulled me away from a stare down with the rambunctious pup, and I found Sarah wearing a purple dress that was snug all the way to her hips but flared out and had a slit. Woah. I was a fan of the slit. A big fan.

“What do you think? It dulls in comparison to your suit. Shit.” She spun on her heels and went back into the room before I got a word in. She came out a few minutes later with a bright blue dress that dipped low in the front and hugged her entire body. “This?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding like an idiot. Sarah didn’t have a huge chest or all the curves I was used to, but it didn’t make her less beautiful. “You look incredible.”

“Would you trust your most precious animals with me?” She twirled and curtsied at the end.

“One hundred percent, yes.” I stood and walked toward her. She stopped her smile and sucked her lip into her mouth. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.” She hummed and looked at me with so much curiosity that I wanted to demand she share her thoughts with me. Her large blue eyes were framed with thick, dark lashes, and the way they fell against her face was pretty. “Let’s boogie.”

“Boogie?” I repeated, amused at her word choice.

“I said it.” She looked mighty proud and held up a finger. “Hold on real quick.”

I obeyed and waited for her to return, but this time, she wore bright red lipstick that drew my attention to her full lips. They were the curviest thing about her and I wanted to bite into them, to feel them on my skin, and what the fuck? I snapped myself into the present and hoped my expression didn’t make me look like a constipated weirdo. “You ready?”

“Yes, sir.” She looped her arm in mine as we headed down to the main floor and she looked concerned. “Is this okay?”

“Is what?”

“My arm in yours. I assumed it’s what people do on dates, but now I feel stupid. I keep thinking about what I should do with my hand. Do I grip your muscle? Do I let it dangle?”

“Blue Bell, has anyone ever told you that you overthink things?” I teased. I reached over to intertwine our fingers for a minute and held her hand tight as we walked outside to catch an Uber. It felt nice having her small fingers in mine. Hers were soft and warm where mine were roughed up with callouses from weights and batting.

“Almost every person I’m friends with or related to tells me to not overthink, but I’ve discovered in my time on earth that I can’t change that part of myself.” She looked up at me with parted lips, and my chest got tight. “I didn’t even ask. Where is this event?”

“The Biltmore.”

“The fancy hotel where Obama stayed when he came to Phoenix?”

“Yes, that is the exact place.”

She did a little wiggle and the movement caused her small breasts to strain against her dress, and the best part about her was that it was genuine. She wasn’t trying to bring attention to her chest, nor was it a manipulated or calculated move. It was pure joy, and for the fucking life of me, I couldn’t explain why that was sexy.

We got into the car to head to the hotel. With rush hour, it would take a good thirty minutes before we would arrive. A memory sparked. “Why did you have an empty plate?”

She frowned, but it turned into a smile just as fast. “Fernie. He likes when I bake him things, even though I tell him I snuck poison into it.”

“You made him slutty brownies?” I made a face of disbelief and sat back with pretend shock. “Sarah Blue, that is not lady-like.”

“Shut up, you.” She pursed her red lips and gave me a sly look. “I did not give him those. I thought it best to go with lemon squares because he’s a sour tart of a man.”

I held up my fingers and counted down. “Let me get this straight. He’s an ass. He doesn’t like you. So that means you bake for him?”

She mocked me with her own fingers. “I think he likes it when I push back. He seems lonely. And I like to bake desserts. You just put yourself on the do not bake for list.”

“Not a real list, Blue Bell.”

“Yes, it is. It is very real and everybody on it regrets their decisions.” She crossed her arms over her chest and looked real smug. “You’ll see. I will make all sorts of treats and make sure the aroma goes under your door.”

“You’re more evil than you’d think.”

“It’s because of my size.” She shrugged and continued. “People think I’m a pushover and nice because I’m petite. I like to consider myself an F1 tornado.”

Words left me, because who the fuck said things like that? “Uh, why?”

“On the Fujita scale? Tornadoes are rated based on the amount of damage they leave and an F1 is like a small tornado that can cause harm, but not too much of it. Like the sirens go off, but it’s not that scary. That’s me.”

I shook my head and couldn’t hold back a full-body laugh. “You’re weird.”

“I’m aware, but life is too boring to spend time with normal people. Who wants normal?”

I saw her point and merely nodded at her. The driver turned up a famous pop song and Sarah made no moves to try to steer the conversation somewhere. She watched out of the window with a half-smile on her face looking content. A little excited, but happy, and it charmed me to know I had something to do with it.

A short while later, we pulled up to the venue and I hurried out of the car to open her door. She fanned her face and pretended to faint. “Brigham, you were raised very right with all your manners.”

“I’ll tell my mom.”

“Please do. I’ll send her a thank-you note.” She grinned up at me, and it would’ve been the perfect opportunity to kiss her. The sunlight hit her face so her eyes lit up and her mouth parted, like she wanted me to go for it. But Charles’ text from earlier flashed in my mind.

 

Glad you’re finally on board with the plan. I’ll make sure the right headlines are out.

 

“Let’s check in, shall we, Blue?” I held my elbow out for her and it gutted me to see a slight fall of her shoulders. We had chemistry, that was obvious. But she had to know I was protecting her—not turning her down. She wrapped her arm around mine and we entered the venue. We checked in at the table and people were already staring at us. Men and women, old and young, all whispered in our direction.

Were they talking about Sarah? I hoped to god not. I would not forgive myself if her name got dragged through the mud, but it was then I heard my name cross their lips.

“Think he has coke on him here?” one woman said underneath her breath. “Shameful he’s so good-looking.”

I ground my teeth and led us to our table, where Sarah stared at the set-up. Tea lights hung all above us and the tables had unlimited amounts of beer, wine and food. But she wasn’t caught up in the glamor. She stared at the table with the rescue dogs and dragged me in their direction. We didn’t get far though. A guy with a large camera pointed to us and held up the device. “No thanks, man,” I said, my voice on the verge of a growl.

“For the event. Please,” he said, already clicking away. Sarah hesitated before sliding her slender arm around my waist and I pulled her closer against me. She seemed tense, really tense, and I gave a closed-mouth smile to appease the guy.

“Sorry about that,” I said, trying to gauge her mood. She frowned at my words and sucked that delicious lip into her mouth. “One of the downsides of being an athlete.”

“Sports ballers.” She shook her head and chuckled at herself. Then she got shy. “Will…people think we are together?”

“No. I’ll make sure of it.” Her reputation would not be ruined. She would not be used like Charles wanted. “Come on, let’s find our seats and we can go look at the pups later.”

She nodded and guilt ate away at me. Her joy was gone, and I blamed the photographer. He’d ruined the mood, and it was up to me to make her happy again. A game plan was needed, but this wasn’t the baseball field. Networking. I could introduce her to people. “Okay, what would you like to drink?”

“Hm. Moscow Mule.”

“Great choice,” I said, ordering one for her and a glass of water for me from our waiter. “The copper mugs would always make me feel cool.”

She snickered and continued to observe the event. The back of her dress showed her entire upper back and I let my arm rest on her chair so my fingers grazed her skin. Goosebumps broke out on her skin and she rested her chin on her hands when she looked at me. “You didn’t order a drink.”

“I did not.”

“Do you not drink?” she asked, without any hint of judgment in her tone. It was reassuring to me that I didn’t think she’d care what my answer was. Yes or no, she’d just nod.

“Taking a break from it.”

“Good for you.” She nodded and narrowed her eyes and spoke quieter. “Any reason why? It’s a personal question, I know, so no pressure to answer if you don’t want.”

“How about we trade intrusive questions?”

“How fun.” She wiggled her brows in a move that made her look like a cartoon character. “So why take a break?”

“I feel it’s best for me to stop for a bit. Some things got out of control and choosing to not drink alcohol is something I can take control of.”

“Is this related to your sports ball problem?” she asked, looking sadder than a moment before. Her face had so many expressions that I had a hard time keeping up.

“It is, yes.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re able to make that decision for yourself.” She leaned back in her chair and into my arm, and fuck, it felt nice. “Will me drinking bother you?”

“Not at all, but thanks for asking.” God, she was cute. Her kindness, her freckles, her ability to not judge others. “Okay, my turn.”

“Give me your most intrusive question. I’ll brace myself for it.” She put both hands on the table and closed her eyes. “Shoot.”

I faltered. What did I want to ask her? If she wished my phone hadn’t rung that day? If I’d kissed her? If this was crazy? I didn’t get a word out before that same photographer neared our table. “Damn.”

“What?” She opened one eye and made a face like she was expecting pain. “That bad of a question?”

“No, that photographer guy is sniffing around again.”

“Oh, well, here.” She scooted her chair farther from me, breaking the contact between us, and red splotches colored her neck. “There.”

“You being out of reach helps the situation…how?” I asked, a little irritated.

“So no one will think we are together.” Her face fell and she tilted her head to the side when I made an annoyed sound. “Because you said so earlier?”

“Christ.” I grabbed the arm of her chair and dragged her closer to me. “That is… You misunderstood.”

“How so?” She jutted her chin up in defiance, and maybe it was the way her red lips called out to me or the fact that I could be me without worrying about stats or sponsors or the arrest. I cupped her chin and ran my thumb over that plump lip.

“I have my question now.”

“Okay? You’re all over the place, Brigham.”

“Can I kiss you?”

 

 


Chapter Seven

Sarah

 

I’d misheard him. It was the only explanation.

“Hm, what?”

“Sarah, can I kiss you?” he asked again, teasing my mouth with his thumb that felt like a bolt of lightning electrifying all my nerves at once. It overwhelmed me and my super-cool response was to stare at him, open-mouthed, a little dumbstruck.

“Me?” I managed to say after an obscene amount of time.

“Yes. Most definitely you.” He answered so easily, like my question was the simplest question I could ask him. “Your red lips have been driving me crazy all goddamn night.”

“But I groped you,” I blurted out, hating myself immediately after. It had the reverse effect on him, though. He lowered his gaze to my mouth and raised one eyebrow, indicating that he was waiting for my answer. “Kess,” I said, like an idiot. “Yes, kiss me. That’s what I tried to say, but it combined into one word and—”

He brought his lips to mine and it was the softest, tenderest kiss I had ever experienced in my entire life. There was no hurry, just touch—the sound of the band playing faded into the background and everything about the moment was seared into my mind. The warmth of his mouth, the rough way his facial hair tickled the edges of the kiss, how his hand moved from my face to my neck, and oh, shit. He nibbled on my bottom lip and a wave of lust so powerful hit me that I grabbed his hair and pulled him closer.

“Mm, Blue Bell,” he muttered between kissing me. Mm… That one syllable was more intimate and sexy than anything I had heard. It felt like he meant it. Mm. I wanted to keep that word and tattoo it on my heart.

Mm. I made him mm.

He pulled back, breaking our embrace, and had a wild look in his hazel eyes. I recognized it, since my insides were like wildfire. If I’d thought he was sexy before, it increased when he reached over and wiped under my mouth. “I smudged your lipstick. Sorry, Blue.”

“Worth it.” I stood, knocking my hip into the table, causing him to reach out and place a hand on my side. It almost made me whimper. Almost. “I’ll run to the restroom and fix it.”

“You’re not running because of our kiss, right?”

His hesitation and weird lack of confidence pleased me, and I reached out with a newfound boldness and ruffled his hair. “No. I imagine my mouth looks like clown make-up. If we’re going to be photographed, I can’t look like Bozo’s wife, Bozana.”

“That’s not a real name.”

“I know! I made it up! Now, let me fix my lips due to your kissing.” I pointed at him and ran off toward the entrance where I saw a narrow hallway leading toward the ladies’ rooms. My limbs shook from the impact of what had just happened, but the sight of my mouth made me gasp. The red was everywhere.

“Dammit.” Megan had convinced me that red matte lipstick was something I could pull off, and it had given me a layer of confidence. However, it was not ideal for kissing and I was hoping we would be doing more of that. My pulse raced at the thought of doing more with Brigham and I wetted a paper towel to pat my neck. The Phoenix heat was brutal, but the venue was cool enough that I shouldn’t be this overheated.

His lips. They’re the culprit.

I cleaned off the smudged lipstick and gave myself a once-over in the mirror. Maybe it was the permanent blush on my face, but I liked how I looked. Someone entered and I masked my goofy expression. I couldn’t have some stranger thinking I was a stone-cold weirdo talking to myself. I nodded at her and tried to leave, but she stopped at the door, holding one arm out onto the frame so I would have to duck under it to leave. “Do you mind?” I asked, feeling awkward as hell.

“You’re here with Brigham Monaghan.”

“Yes. That is his name.” My body went on high alert. The woman’s words were piercing and her tone didn’t sit right with me.

“You aren’t exactly his type. What’s your play? Getting inside scoop to sell to the press, or are you settling some bet?” She looked me up and down and winced when she saw my face. “Sorry, sweetie. No offense, you just aren’t the usual glam super-model he brings to these things.”

I swallowed to help my dry mouth. “Do you have a point to this conversation, or are you here to try to make me feel bad?”

She frowned and handed me a card. “If you’re willing to talk, call me. I wasn’t trying to play the mean-girl act. Sorry it came across that way. You’re cute and I love your blue hair. I follow the Los Soles guys, and let’s face it, Brigham is the talk of the town and you show up here…with him. Kissing. No one knows who you are and gossip spreads like wildfire.”

I stared at the simple cream business card. Kayla Brandy. Sports writer. “You’re a journalist?”

“You’re not in the game,” she said, laughing and giving me a genuine smile. “It’s refreshing to see someone not use the J word without a sneer or sarcasm. Maybe I get why you’re here. Anyway, I’m on the clock every second and I forget to be human sometimes. Enjoy your night.” With that, she moved her arm and motioned for me to pass.

What a weird situation. She wasn’t trying to insult me, but did, but she also was kind at the end? I shook my head and made my way back to the table, where two other men sat next to Brigham. Both were large and handsome. They had to be famous weightlifters or something. That’s a sport, right?

“Blue Bell, hey,” Brigham said, standing and putting a hand on the small of my back. “There are two of my teammates and friends. Gideon and Bummy.”

“Oh, that is the most interesting and odd name,” I said, unfiltered, as I shook Bummy’s hand. He chuckled and my face flushed.

“My name is Brooks, but that’s been my nickname since junior high.”

“Ah, that’s better. My name is Sarah Bell Blue, so you can imagine the absurd nicknames I’ve endured in my lifetime.” I sat back down next to Brigham and noted his warm expression as he studied my face. The business card was still in my left hand and I set it on the table.

Gideon, who had hair the color of midnight, took a large sip of beer and narrowed his eyes at me. I mirrored the gesture and after a couple of seconds, he laughed. “Sarah, Brigs here was saying you met in his place.”

“Yes. I’m dog sitting for another eleven weeks across the hall from him.”

“Convenient.” Gideon’s stare turned dark and his attention dropped to the card on the table. “You happen to get this job right after all the shit went down, and you have the card of fucking Kayla Brandy?”

“What?” Bummy sucked in a breath, his once kind face turning sour. “Brigham, don’t be an idiot. This is clearly a setup to get more information, dude. What do you want us to do?”

Their words were harsh and my heart beat faster as their meaning took hold. They thought I was a threat? To Brigham? The guy who’d kissed me and ruined every other potential first kiss I would ever have? I turned to stare at Brigham, whose face paled as he studied the journalist’s card in Gideon’s hands.

“Woah, woah,” I said, setting my fingers on the tablecloth to prevent my trembles from showing. “You are all wrong. So wrong, my god.”

“Enlighten us, then, Sarah,” Gideon snapped.

“Dude, I appreciate you looking out for me, but watch your tone with her,” Brigham said, doing the super-hot thing of dragging my chair closer to him. “I don’t like the timing of this shit either, but I’m willing to hear her out. Blue Bell, I’m sorry my friends are assholes.”

That made me feel better about the situation. “It’s nice you have people standing up and looking out for you. You never said what happened in your sports ball world, but it’s reassuring to know you do have people on your team.” I reached over and patted his hand, forgetting about the audience or that his teammates had accused me of essentially being a tabloid spy.

He grinned, dropped his gaze to my mouth for a second and took my hand so our fingers were intertwined. “I never thought about it like that. Thank you.”

I squeezed his hand and braved to look back up at his friends. I attempted to make my face look tough. “I got the job with Mr. Alexandre because his younger brother had me watch his exotic fish for a month and I managed to save them all when the place caught fire. It was great for my pet-sitting reputation. Secondly, this Kayla person you seem to know cornered me in the bathroom and said some not-so-nice things, and shoved the card into my hand. I was so dizzy from kissing Brigham that I floated back here and didn’t realize the severity of the situation. And thirdly, if you didn’t pick it up yet because you are sports ballers who’ve gotten hit in the head too many times, I don’t even know what you do! Or what happened with Brigham! So don’t call me an uncover tabloid hussy spy. I have zero mean parts in my body. Zero. The meanest thing I’ve done was not put a shopping cart back once because it was raining and I was hungover.”

Gideon waited one second before bursting into laughter, Bummy following suit. My chest heaved from my little outburst, but Brigham leaned over and pressed a kiss on my forehead, somehow making the entire situation better. I leaned into him, breathed in his woodsy cologne and scowled at his teammates. “You boys done?”

“Yes, we are,” Bummy said, amusement and pride coming from his eyes. “Sorry we were so wrong, man.”

“Don’t apologize to me,” Brigham said.

“You’re right. I’m better than that.” Bummy’s face turned serious. “Sarah, I’m sorry we assumed the worst.”

“I am too. The world we live in…distrust is easy and necessary,” Gideon added. “You seem all right.”

“You don’t know me yet, but opinions can change.”

Whatever distrust was there evaporated and they hung around for dinner and dessert, laughing and sharing stories about their shenanigans. I liked how they laughed and made fun of Brigham, much like Megan and Ethan did with me. He had good friends who cared about him, and I decided I didn’t care they’d accused me. They had good intentions, and while a part of me worried exactly what had happened with Brigham, I wasn’t brave enough to ask. It was his story to tell and he would when he was ready.

“Hey, let’s walk around,” Brigham said an hour or so later. “We can network.”

“Oh, let’s!” I stood and he took my hand right away, tucking my thumb on the inside of my palm and placing his over it. It felt protective and my nerves danced again. He led us around the venue. We passed some tables with information on how to donate money to the rescue shelters, a booth where all proceeds went to the HALO foundation, and to a photobooth with fun props. I stopped and stared at a group of friends who wore silly glasses and hats with boas and fake mustaches, and Brigham followed my stare.

“Come on, let’s get in line.”

“Wait, really?” I asked, gleeful at the thought of doing something so goofy. “What would you wear?”

“You decide for me.” He smiled down at me and I had the urge to kiss him again. He must’ve read my mind, because he dipped low and pressed his perfect lips to mine. He made the same heart-stopping mm sound when he pulled back and I almost turned into a puddle. “I wanted to make sure it was as good as I remembered.”

“Most definitely was, uh-huh,” I responded, sounding like an idiot.

His answering chuckle made my stomach swoop and he brought our conjoined hands up to his mouth and pressed a kiss on the back of mine. “You mentioned that Kayla cornered you in the bathroom and said some hurtful things. Do you mind telling me so I can replace them with nice things?”

“You’re a charmer, Brigham. You are. It’s dangerous.”

“You’re cute, but please don’t avoid the question.”

We moved up one in line once the friends left and a couple got ready for their silly photoshoot. I took a deep breath and chose to look at the hanging tea lights instead of his face. “She assumed I was with you to get inside information or for some bet…because I’m not the type of woman you usually bring to these things.”

The lines around his lips tightened and he looked annoyed. “You don’t believe that, right?”

“That I’m here for insider sports ball trading or as a bet? No. I don’t. But I’m also under no illusions that I’m your normal…‘date’.” I finger quoted the word.

He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as he waited a few beats to respond. “There are a couple of reasons why you are different from what you think you’re referring to when you say date.” He paused and gave me a serious look. “To start, you don’t give a shit about what I do. That’s a first for me. Second, you made desserts for a grumpy, unhappy man who did not deserve them. Third, you are full of joy, and I have to say, it is just about the sexiest thing a woman can wear.”

“Joy,” I repeated, sounding a little breathless. “Joy is sexy.”

“Yes.” He bit down on his bottom lip and pulled me close to him again. “Plus, you stood up to my friends and they are jackasses. That was hot.”

I snorted and felt charmed all the way to my toes. “Oh. This answer is unexpected.”

“Good. I like surprising you.” He rubbed his hands up and down my arms and the air seemed thicker between us. Heavier. Charged with chemistry and lust and want on both ends, and I had no idea what to do with it.

I’d made out with a few guys, let a couple get to second and a half base, but Brigham oozed sexual prowess and the nerves changed to worry. There was no way I could keep up with him. It wasn’t possible. I pulled back a bit and he drew his eyebrows together, but the lady yelled for us to get ready. The escape was welcome and I grabbed all the props I could. The top hat, the beads, the large glasses and the fake pet bird. “Ready.”

“Wow, if I thought you were sexy before…” he teased, putting on a hot pink boa, a sailor hat and a necklace with a large clock on it. “Let’s do this!”

I laughed at his goofiness, because that I could handle. The lustful eyes, though… My insides squirmed. We posed in four different shots as the photobooth took pictures. We stood back to back, then cheek to cheek, posed with a normal smile, and one where I stuck out my tongue. We each got a printout of the four pictures and the image made me inexplicably happy. “This will so go on my fridge.”

“I was just thinking that.” He put his arm around me and carefully put the strips into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “Now let’s go network, Blue Bell. Then we can head back to our apartment, where I want to kiss you more.”

 


Chapter Eight

Brigham

 

Sarah lost the glow from meeting various potential clients, and in place of that excitement was nervousness. She chewed on her thumbnail for most of the ride back to the apartment and she didn’t have a witty remark for Ferdinand when he scoffed at our return. She still held my hand, though, and I waited until we got into the elevator to find out why her demeanor had changed. “Sarah.”

“Uh-oh, my name. Not my nickname. That’s not good news,” she said, speaking way too fast and releasing my hand.

“Why are you nervous? I thought you had a good time tonight.” I paused. “Unless I’m really off my game.”

“No. I did. I really did.” She put her hands on her slim hips and pressed her red lips together tight. “It was the best date—only date, really—that I’ve been on.”

“Only date?” I asked, laughing at the end. “No way.”

“Yes way, Brigham.” She sighed and a hurt look crossed her face. “This won’t be a shock to you, but I’m not…experienced, okay? Dating, men, kissing stuff…it’s not my forte.” She crossed her arms and couldn’t stand still more than a few seconds. “I keep thinking about your comment about kissing me more and I’m nervous. What if I kiss poorly and messy and unlike your other experiences? Are we friends? Do friends kiss? All of this is going in my brain and you look like you do and I look like me and—”

“Sweetheart,” I said, pulling her into a hug against me. She wrapped her arms around my waist and I cradled the back of her head. “With all those thoughts, no wonder you were chewing the shit out of your fingernail.”

“Ugh.” She groaned into my chest and it made me laugh. “I’m embarrassed. This isn’t a way to end a date.”

“No. It’s not.”

The elevator doors opened on our floor, and I walked her down to Mr. Alexandre’s door and thought about my next move. I could kiss her, invite myself in or invite her over. She reacted to my touch—that was for sure—and I knew I could make her feel good, but she needed space. It would do me good to take a step back and go slow for the first time ever. “Thank you for coming with me tonight.”

“You’re welcome.” She leaned against the black door and looked up at me with heavy eyes, filled with want and uncertainty. “It was great meeting all those people. Thank you.”

I nodded and ran a finger down her neck and traced her throat until I could cup her chin in my hand. “Can I kiss you goodnight?”

“Please. Please.”

She met me halfway and threw her arms around my shoulders when our mouths met for the third time that night. She kissed with so much passion that it was messy but incredible. She had a faint scent of whiskey on her breath and my dick twitched when she parted her lips just enough for me to slip my tongue inside her mouth. My god.

She moaned when I tilted her neck back so I could kiss her deeper, harder, and I wanted to spend hours with my mouth on hers. Her gasps between kisses, the sound of pleasure coming from her throat and her needy hands digging into my arms were so fucking sexy I had to pull back before I took it too far.

Her lips were swollen and her rapid breathing matched mine. She brought her fingers up to them and touched her bottom one as she widened her eyes. “I like kissing you.”

“I feel the same way about you, Blue Bell.” I stepped backward toward my door and felt something along the lines of giddy and horny. It was weird and new. “Have a good night.”

“Uh-huh.” She had a dazed look on her face before she ran inside, leaving me standing in the hallway with a stupid-ass grin. I liked my temporary neighbor. I really did.

I just hoped I could keep my shitshow life away from her.

 

* * * *

 

Too many good things had happened within a twenty-four-hour period, and that made me nervous. The date with Sarah, the return of baseball after way too much time off and an email from my lawyer that said previous witnesses were retracting their statements incriminating me. I had done too much shit in my life to think karma owed me anything, and I kept waiting for the ball to drop. My bags were packed for our two-week road trip and while the game was my escape, the thought of not seeing Sarah for two weeks sucked. I tried to time it so I would run into her that morning, but it didn’t work. A text would have to work, and the thought depressed me.

“Yo, Brigs, how pumped are you to be back in the season?” Gideon sat next to me on the flight and grabbed large headphones to put over his ears. He looked ridiculous, but I kept my mouth shut.

“Feels great, man.” I mirrored his action and was about to start my road trip playlist when our coach said my name. “Yeah, sir?”

“Come up here a minute.”

Shit. This had to be the other shoe dropping. I wasn’t playing anymore or I was getting sent down to the minors. That had to be it. My palms sweated and the muscles in my neck tensed to the point of pain as I walked down the narrow aisle to where he sat in one of the first rows. He motioned for me to sit and I did, rubbing my hands over my knees in a rhythmic pattern. “What’s going on, Coach?” I asked, my throat completely dry and scratchy.

“How you doing?”

“Honestly, not great.” I barked out a fake laugh. “Excited to be back. Didn’t like sitting around without a lot to do.”

“Didn’t take some time for your family?” He frowned and took a sip from a plastic coffee cup. He always had sunflower seeds and black coffee. It was his signature move and a familiar scent of salt and grinds.

I shook my head. “No, sir. They don’t live in the area and my lawyer thought it best I stay in the city.”

“Ah, yes. I see. You passed all the drug tests, right?” He scanned a sheet of paper sitting on the empty chair next to him.

“Yes, sir. They tested me for cocaine—hell, they tested me for any substance abuse, and they all came back negative. One of the witnesses in the case originally claimed I was selling it. They are attempting to go that route.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re back. You did your fifteen days. Let’s move forward.”

“Coach,” I said, hating how I had gotten the suspension even though I hadn’t fucking done anything. “It isn’t true. It was a wrong place, wrong time situation. It is important for you to know that.”

“Okay, Brigham,” he said, giving me a curt nod. “Thanks for the conversation.”

And I was dismissed. Just like that. I rolled my shoulders to get the leftover anxiety out and made my way back to my seat. We had a four-game stay in Los Angeles before heading to San Francisco and San Diego. I got my playlist up, relaxed into the seat and thought about Sarah. What would she think of this?

Would she believe me or assume I was guilty?

Just thinking of her made me happier, and I got my phone out.

 

Brigham: Whatcha up to, Blue Bell?

 

BB: Baking cookie dough brownies for Fernie. He only glared at me twice today so I’m feeling nice. I started making some for you, too. ☺

 

My chest got tight, thinking about her trying to deliver it to my door. I should’ve told her. I knew it, but being around her was so distracting that baseball didn’t seem as important.

 

Brigham: I’m an ass. I’m sorry. I’m out of town for ten days.

 

BB: When do you leave?

 

Brigham: I’m on the plane now. Fuck, we left early and I tried to run into you.

 

BB: Ten days. The brownies won’t last that long.

 

Brigham: I will miss your face.

 

BB: Is this for sports ball or work? Can I ask that? Is that too personal?

 

Brigham: You can ask me anything you want. And yes, it’s my job.

 

BB: I wish you would’ve told me last night. I’ve been fretting over seeing you again after that kiss and now I can settle down for ten days.

 

Her candor made me chuckle and relieved the worry about making her upset.

 

Brigham: You been thinking about our kiss a lot?

 

BB: Almost every other minute.

 

BB: I’m not good at playing it cool or trying to flirt. Ethan says I’m shit at it, so how about we talk in ten days. Bye!

 

Brigham: Nice try, BB. I’m bored. Give me an update on the dogs.

 

And nothing. No three little dots popping up and no message coming in. She wasn’t one to play games and I worried that she would actually not respond for ten days. Fuck. I couldn’t wait that long to talk to her. She was like a breath of fresh air and I was selfish and wanted more of her time. It took some restraint, but I didn’t text her again and focused on our upcoming game. We were up two games in the division and while one loss here and there wouldn’t matter, every game felt like a try-out for me.

A way to get my contract extended, or become a free agent.

We arrived at the opposing teams’ clubhouse and went through our pre-game routine. Some guys were superstitious and never washed their socks if they had a good game. I didn’t believe in that shit. We had good days and bad, and the beautiful thing about baseball was that it could really all come down to one pitch.

“Welcome back, bro.”

I looked up and found Samson Thomas standing next to my temporary locker with his hands on his hips and a sneer on his face. I couldn’t call him a friendly rival, because the dude had been pretty happy when I’d been forced to sit out fifteen games, but I didn’t hate the guy. He was hungry for success and I was in his way. “Thanks, Samson.”

“Looks like you’re starting today.”

“Yeah. Perks of hitting right side.”

He scowled and hit my locker. “Mess up once, Brigs, I’m right there behind you.”

“I know. Competition makes me play better, though, so keep being an ass. It’ll help my average.”

He flipped me the bird and made me chuckle. I missed this shit. The pre-game nerves, the smell of Gatorade, sweat, old leather and chewing tobacco. I wasn’t lying to him, though. The fact that he wanted my starting spot so damn bad fueled my fire and I got dressed, warmed up and stretched with the goal of kicking ass.

And I did.

 

* * * *

 

It was a quick game and we won by two runs, courtesy of my two-run homerun, and it felt fucking good. Gideon clapped my back while Brigham and Tate—the clubhouse guy who had been around for years—gave me a knowing look. It was common that the guy with the winning hit would get dibs on the bus to the hotel. It was stupid but consistent, and I would relish that opportunity.

“Kicked ass, man. Take another fifteen days off, huh?” Gideon said, tossing a towel at me. “It’s nice having you back.”

“It’s like I have oxygen in my lungs again.”

Brigham and Tate nodded, like they understood. And they probably did. The game was a religion to us. I showered, dressed in post-game wear and went to the press room where I was expected to talk. Coach’s expression tightened as I met him outside the small room, and it would have been foolish to not be nervous. The press would ask about the arrest, the drugs, all of it. I had to answer in a calm voice, not lose my temper and deflect. That was my plan.

“You’ll be fine. You’ve been in the game long enough,” Coach said, pushing the door open and motioning me to go first. Microphones lined the small table and only about ten reporters were in the room. They looked excited and my mind spiraled.

Will Brigham Monaghan fuck it up? Will the party playboy give us a quote we can take out of context? Does he have drugs now?

I shook my head, cleared my mind and prepared for them like it was an at-bat. “Good to see everyone again,” I said into the microphone, smiling and meeting their eyes. “It’s been a bit.”

“Brigham, Jayce from SportsMania. Tell me, how does the arrest affect your playing?”

I shrugged and tried to look humble. “Let’s look at the box score and revisit this.”

Everyone chuckled lightly, and I relaxed for a bit. Someone else popped the next question, and after about five minutes of commentary on the game and my triumphant return, a short dude with hairy arms raised his hand. I nodded at him to go. He had a gross face with acne and a sneer that didn’t sit well with me.

“How do you feel about the latest wave in the case?”

“The fact that a witness is retracting a false statement?”

“No.” He laughed and it sounded like a little mouse. “The latest headlines that you bribed the cops. Word is a tape was released and you’re on camera bribing an officer. That’s a felony, my man.”

 

 


Chapter Nine

Sarah

 

Why was choosing a name so hard? It wasn’t for a child or a pet. It was for my business, but still. Every option I came up with was too basic or dumb or stupid. “Ugh!” I tossed the pad of paper on the floor and had instead regret, because it involved me bending down to retrieve it. Pico attempted to attack the paper, and the sight of the little dog pouncing made me laugh.

“Pico, chill, boy. Don’t use all your energy before our call.” I patted his head and brought him up for a snuggle. The warmth and color of his fur reminded me of Brigham’s eyes and I about smacked myself in the forehead for thinking about him. He was away on business and it had been three days since he’d tried texting me. My phone felt like a ticking bomb and it was hard not checking it every hour to see if he’d responded to my lame attempt at reaching out.

I sent it one full day after he’d announced he was gone, and not a peep. Not one little sound. It was fine. Totally fine and cool. It was one night, a couple kisses that were probably interchangeable for him. I’d see him when I saw him and be so chill.

And the cycle continues.

I stood up, stretched and jotted down a few more ideas for names.

Blue’s Buddies and Boarding.

Blue’s Boarding Babes

Board your babies at Blue!

My devil device buzzed and I assumed it was Megan calling to complain about her hot TA who was an asshole to everyone. It was her favorite thing to do, and I told her she needed to bone him and move on, but no one listened to the virgin. “What up, Megs?”

“Blue Bell.”

“Shit damn.” I sat up straighter and glanced at the door, like he would appear. He wasn’t a genie and out of town. Deep breath. “Brigham. How’s sports?”

“What are you doing? I need a distraction.” He sounded tired and sad, and it didn’t sit well with me. There wasn’t the quiet confidence in his voice, or the pep that made me giggle. Everything was off.

“I am coming up with names for my super-savvy business and having no luck.” I picked up the pen and twirled it around my fingers like I always saw people in movies do. It fell three times before I gave up. “I’ve had four Pop-Tarts today and am wearing purple shorts and a red shirt which don’t match.”

“Fuck. I’ve missed you.” He sighed into the phone. “I apologize about not calling you the past two days. Stuff came up.”

“Totally coolio, man.”

Oh my god, what the hell did I just say?

He snorted and a ping started going off. Worried I’d done something, I checked my phone and saw him Facetiming me. “Oh, hi.”

His face appeared on screen and my toes curled in my slippers. I’d somehow forgotten how much I was attracted to him and I was so damn glad I’d washed my face that morning. “You are a goddamn sight.”

“You’re being awful complimentary today,” I replied, hugging my arms around my legs and holding the phone at a good angle so he didn’t see eighteen chins. “Are you okay?”

He frowned. “Sure. Why do you ask?”

“Your voice sounds…off. And your eyes look sad.” I swore I felt his melancholy mood in my bones. “Want to talk about it?”

“No. Not at all.” He wiped a hand over his face and gave me a quick view of his bare arm. Bare arms with muscles were like cleavage was for guys. It enticed me and I licked my lips. “Tell me about the naming process. Let’s see if I can help.”

I nodded and went through the four options I had, and his only response was a measly huh. “Right? They suck.”

“I like the use of your last name. Blue. Blue Bells Boarding. Blue’s Boarding. Board at Blues.” He got a pensive look for a second before his face lit up. “Have you reached out to any of the contacts you made from our date?”

“I emailed one but chickened out. There still needs to be a website, secure location, an app to even request appointments. The lady, Vee, said she would sponsor my website, which is cool. I reached out to her but haven’t heard back.” I moved from the table toward the couch and flopped on my belly. “It’s wild that people are willing to help me pay to get started.”

“Keep me posted on it. I’d love to help any way I can.” He moved and I got a glimpse of his surroundings, and my mouth dried up. He was on a bed, shirtless, and pillows were all around him.

“What time is it where you are?”

“Eight at night. Why?”

“You look like you’re in bed.”

“I am.” His tone turned seductive and his heated expression made my stomach flutter. “It hasn’t been ten days yet, but have you thought about our kiss, Blue Bell?”

“I’m human. So yes,” I squeaked out. His grin grew wider and I fought my own. “Have you?”

He laughed. “Uh, yeah. More than I should be.”

“What does that mean?” I frowned, not liking what his comment meant. Like I wasn’t worthy of thinking about in that way? Or that he regretted it?

“My life is in a weird place and I shouldn’t have distractions, BB, and you are the perfect distraction. Your kiss… Mm. I want more when I get back.” He ran a hand over his jawline, and it entranced me.

“I liked how your beard rubbed against my face,” I blurted out, feeling silly and somehow irresponsible to admit something big. It was too personal and telling. “You know, because it’s rough.”

Sure, that makes it better.

His expression turned more seductive that I could’ve asked for when he smiled. “Imagine how it would feel in other places.”

My answering squeal was embarrassing.

“You’re bright red and, fuck, it’s cute.” He shifted his position against the headboard. “Are you thinking about it between your thighs?”

“Brigham,” I said, holding up my hand as though that would stop the thoughts overtaking my brain. Dirty thoughts. “Brigham.”

“Answer the question, BB.”

“Yes, okay? Yes. And on my face. You’re my first.”

“First…what?” He sat up straighter and a line appeared between his eyebrows—which was not a good sign. We were talking sexy and concern took over. “Sarah, I need you to respond.”

“Uh.” I hesitated. Shit. He’ll lose interest. “You are the first man I’ve kissed with a beard.” I took a breath and found the courage I’d buried deep. “And you would be the first to ever…you know.”

“Go down on you? Fuck you?” he said, the serious look in his eyes changing to curiosity. “Feel free to be as explicit as you want.”

“Okay. Yes to all of it. I’m a virgin, okay? It may or may not be a surprise to you, but it’s true, and I’m getting another call so I have to go.”

“No, you’re not. Don’t run away, Blue.” He spoke with a softness that hadn’t been there before. He was always kind and a little bit too flirty for his own good, but the softness made me feel…special?

Or pathetic? Like he’s handling me with kid gloves?

God, I was all over the place. I groaned and set the phone on the table, letting him see the pleasant view of the ceiling fan rather than my face. Megan and Ethan would tell me to take charge, demand he help me out in that department, but they’d been born with the confidence needed to make those requests.

I was not.

I loved myself, but not my lack of sexual experience. It was a weird pickle to be in.

“Sarah, I want to see your face.”

I picked up the device and made a bleak expression. “There. Happy?”

“Yes. I really am when I talk to you.” His hazel eyes warmed. “I might be going about this the wrong way.”

“What do you mean?”

“Taking my time with you. You said I make you nervous. Can you tell me why?”

“Uh, besides the fact your looks are startling? And you ooze sexual prowess? And you have arms that I want to bite into?” I rambled and hated my lack of filter. If I could purchase one to wear inside my brain, I’d one-click that shit instantly. “You’re also really nice and thoughtful. It’s mixed messages.”

“How is it mixed? All of your reasons sound okay to me.”

“You would say that, since they are all compliments!” I spat out, sweaty and wishing he were here while also being glad he wasn’t. I needed to get my hormones in order. “Look. Why don’t we just talk when you get back?”

“How about…we talk about anything that doesn’t make you nervous? We can talk about your business, your dream vacation, or you can give me much-needed updates on Fernie. Tell him I miss him.”

I giggled, and just like that, we were back to our pre-sexy talk and everything was normal. It was crazy that I’d known him a week when it seemed like so much longer. “I will not tell him that. He will know it’s a downright lie!”

“Not if you make it sound genuine. It’s all about delivery, Sarah. Duh.” He rolled his eyes and was so playful that I couldn’t help but smile. He was about to say something else when the doorbell rang and I frowned, a little nervous at who’d got up to this level. “You order food?”

“No.” I stood while the dogs went crazy. They sounded as terrifying as a baby goat with their high-pitched yelps, but I was glad they were there. “Hm.”

“Keep me on the line when you answer.”

“So you can fight a burglar through the phone?”

“Yes. I’m really good at it.”

I snorted and made my way to the door, checking the hole to find a very handsome younger version of Mr. Alexandre.

“Who is it?” he asked, his tone a little impatient and I hoped it was worry.

“Some good-looking man.”

“Oh, that’s promising. Do you know him?”

“He looks like Mr. Alexandre.”

“Hi,” a deep voice boomed from the other side of the door. “I can hear you. I’m Peter Alexandre. My brother has some of my stuff.”

“His brother,” I said, smacking my forehead. “Right.” I laughed and opened the door, trying not to stare at his shiny good looks. “I’ll talk to you later, Brigham.”

“I can wait if you want,” he said, just as Peter frowned. I hung up and let him into the condo.

“So what do you need to get?”

“Brigham Monaghan was on the phone? How do you know him?” he asked, moving toward the bookshelves and giving me a great view of his butt. His pants were almost too tight. They showed every curve. Literally.

“He lives across the hall, actually. We’re…friends,” I said, watching him gather a few books and set them in a bag. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry at all. He pursed his lips and sat on the arm of one of the fancy chairs.

His look wasn’t one of joy and it sent a shiver through my body. Something was off about it.

“You’re aware of his reputation, yes?”

I chewed on my lip instead of answering his question and he took that as a sign I did not. His tone softened and he gave me a pitying look. “Brigham is a drug-abusing playboy. Google him, honey. Know what you’re getting into.”

He clapped his hands and got up, leaving the apartment and downright taking the wind out of my sails. His words were worse than a slap to the face. That would sting but fade over time. This bomb of information was different. The sting grew and grew and my stomach rolled.

No. It’s not true.

My phone buzzed in my hands and I knew it was him. I couldn’t answer like this. My thoughts were jumbled and my heart hurt. I had to rationalize this truth bomb before talking to him. And that meant talking to my confidant. Megan. After ignoring Brigham’s call, I Facetimed Megan and found her in the middle of putting groceries away, this late in the evening. She said it was her favorite time to go, because no one was there and she hated people. It made sense.

“How’s my favorite human? You good, girl?” she said as a greeting. Her cheery freckled face paled when she saw my expression. “What happened?”

“You know I’m…friends with that sports ball guy across the hall.”

“What did the asshole do? Sports ballers are never good news.” She set a carton of soy milk on the counter and sighed like she carried my own sadness on her shoulders. “Tell me.”

“The weirdest thing happened. Mr. Alexandre’s brother came over for books while I was Facetiming Brigham and…” I faltered, hating the dryness in my throat. “He said he’s a drug-abusing playboy.”

“Woah.” Her brown eyes got wider. “Okay, don’t overthink it. You figured he was way of your sexual league, right?”

“Yes. It’s obvious.”

“The playboy thing shouldn’t be a big deal. You guys kissed. So what? I know it means a lot to you, but to someone who plays sports for a living, they have fans throwing themselves at him.”

“Are you a closet sports fan, Megan? I had no idea.”

“I’ve recently enjoyed following a soccer team from Spain. The men are delicious. Plus, the Women’s US soccer team is badass and it’s time I can watch one sport. Just one.” She laughed and the knot in my stomach loosened.

“Wow. I’m shocked. Does Ethan know?”

“No. Don’t tell him either. He’ll think I’m going too mainstream.” She crossed her eyes and flipped her hair over her shoulder before getting serious again. “Blue, why don’t you look him up online? Put your mind at ease.”

“Drug abuser? Why would Peter know that?”

“Who the hell is Peter?”

“Sorry, the brother. He knew Brigham’s reputation just by name. That must mean he’s really big.” I gulped. “Looking him up online seems like a huge invasion of privacy, right?”

“Sure, but, dude, you’re the one who is going to get hurt out of this. Not him. Not the uber-rich athlete living in a penthouse. I’m going for it.”

“What?” I asked, worried about what she meant. Megan could mean breaking into his condo or getting a tattoo. She was my wonderful, unpredictable friend.

“Googling him.”

“No!” I yelled, waiting to see if my thought would finish. Then doubt came in. Why shouldn’t I look him up? We went on a date. Mr. Alexandre warned me from him. Peter accused him of those things. I should know. “No, do it. You do it.”

“Okay. I’m getting my laptop. Pour yourself a drink, Blue.”

I obeyed. It wouldn’t be good news. I felt it in my bones. Things like this didn’t happen to me. The handsome man who brought flowers and had manners and kissed the thoughts out of me. The Moscato wouldn’t last long, so I poured half a glass and took a generous sip. Okay, three of them.

The sound of Megan typing on her computer carried over the speaker and I tensed, waiting for her to say something. Anything. My nerves were fried and she groaned, shaking her head before looking at the camera. “Dude, this guy is smoking hot. Like, what the hell?”

“I know.”

“There are pictures of him clubbing with tons of different women. Tons of them. All tall, busty brunettes.”

“The opposite of me,” I said, damn well accepting that truth from the get-go. “Anything about drugs?”

“Yeah. He was arrested a while ago for cocaine possession and attempting to sell it. Oh shit. There’s a tape out now saying he tried bribing cops? The dude got suspended for fifteen games and is still under investigation.”

I digested the information and separated it into categories in my mind. The women…that wasn’t great, but it didn’t matter. The drugs, though. His trouble with his job. He liked that I didn’t know he played baseball. He said as much. Was it because he wanted to hide the arrest from me?

Probably.

“Where you at, Blue? You’ve gone silent.”

“Heavy. This is heavy. He’s under investigation. Wow.” I finished the rest of the glass and remained silent.

“You want me to come over?”

“No. No.” I shook my head like she could see me, needing to figure out my plan. “I should go.”

“Blue, listen to me. You need a little fun in your life. We’ve both said it. Maybe he’s a decent guy who let fame get to him. Maybe not. But do you want to see him again?”

“That’s the question, hm?” I mumbled a goodbye and turned my phone off.

Do I want to see him again?

 


Chapter Ten

Brigham

 

Baseball was the only thing keeping me from losing my mind. Between phone calls with my lawyer, family, agent and Sarah not responding, I wanted to break the damn phone and lock myself into my apartment.

No journalists. No questions. No unamused faces of people who don’t quite believe that I’m innocent.

My shoulders sagged as I carried my bags past Ferdinand, up the elevator and into my condo. The lack of control of my own life was stifling. I couldn’t tweet out my side during an ongoing investigation, I couldn’t demand to know how that falsified tape came to be and why people believed it. It was my voice, for sure, but my words had been strung together out of context.

Gideon’s words repeated in my mind. ‘Who did you piss off, man, because someone is out to get you. That is for damn sure.’

I tossed my dirty clothes from the road trip into the washer and tried calling Sarah again. Something had happened. There was no reason for her to avoid my calls and only respond with one-word answers. Her goddamn voicemail met me again and my anger doubled.

We’d had a great time together. Fuck this behavior. If she wanted to stop being friends, then she needed to tell me why. My adrenaline coursed through my blood as I stormed from my place to hers, but right as I was about to pound on the door, it swung open and the innocent, adorable face of my temporary neighbor met mine.

“You,” she said, her voice above a whisper. “I heard you.”

I eyed the plate in her hands and the slight blush painting her face. “Did I do something to piss you off? Why have you been avoiding my calls?”

She gulped, looked at the ground and chewed on that very full lip that I wanted to bite into, despite my pissed-off feelings toward her. She took an audible breath before meeting my gaze. “Can we talk?”

“Yes,” I snapped, not caring that I was taking out my anger on her. “That is the entire point of why I tried calling you for the past five days.”

She flinched, like I wanted her to, and followed her into the condo. She was still carrying the damn plate and I plopped down onto the couch hard enough to make it shift a couple of inches back. She continued standing, and the longer she was quiet, the more frustrated I got.

“Just say it,” I demanded. My gut churned and the hesitant look in her eyes made me sick. She knows. She knows the truth. If that were the case, I wouldn’t make it easy for her. She’d be filed away with everyone else on those who chose to believe the bullshit being reported.

“Have you ever lied to me?”

“Not once.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Ask what you want to know, Sarah. Let’s get this over with,” I said, sighing and starting to accept that this thing with her would be over. Maybe she’d gotten bored and decided to google me, or she’d seen the latest accusation of bribing an officer. She set the plate down and interlocked her fingers so tightly that I swore one of them would break.

She’s nervous.

I didn’t have the heart to care or ease her mind. She’d made her decision about me and I wouldn’t try to change it, despite how much I enjoyed her company.

“When Mr. Alexandre’s brother came over that day we were on the phone, he mentioned a few unsavory things about you.”

My stomach tensed as every muscle in my body tightened. This was it.

She paused, either waiting for me to say something, which I wasn’t going to, or to gather her courage. She joined me on the couch and crossed one long bare leg over the other. “They were unsettling, and after talking to my best friend about them…she googled you.”

While I prepared myself for it, it still stung. “Okay then.” I stood, already planning on going for a long run to rid myself of the toxic thoughts, but Sarah reached out and wrapped her small fingers around my wrist. I glanced at the contact. It solidified that we were opposites in every way.

Innocent, ruined.

Small, large.

Pale, tan.

Hopeful, jaded.

“Don’t go, Brigham.”

The way she said my name sounded like there was hope. She said it with care, and that was the only reason I looked at her face and sat back down. “Why?”

“I’ll be honest. I’ve gone back and forth on what to do here. I live a boring life and yours is extraordinarily not boring.” She still held on to me and gripped tighter. “Are you okay?”

“What?” I asked, shocked.

“I can’t imagine how hard this is for you.” She scooted closer to me so our legs touched and her floral scent overwhelmed me. “It scared me at first. I’ve never seen a hard drug, heck, any drug, in my entire life. But…I decided it’s bullshit.”

I blinked. “What?”

“It’s bullshit. You clearly care about your career. That is very true. Look at how you treat your body.” Her eyes went all wide as she scanned my chest and legs. “Plus, the biggest indicator that this isn’t true is how your friends treated me at that dinner.”

I shook my head, aghast at her blatant choice to not believe the news articles. Hope was a dangerous thing and she was dangling it in front of me like a fucking treat. I wanted to snatch it, and her, and keep it. “How so?”

She gave me a shy smile and the pressure in my chest got heavier. “They were so protective of you. They’re your people. Why else would they try to scare me off if they didn’t care and believe in you?”

“Blue Bell,” I said, pulling her onto my lap and wrapping my arms around her so her face was positioned against my neck. I gripped her hair and squeezed. “I don’t think you understand how much this means to me. What you just fucking said…some teammates don’t believe it.”

“I’m sorry on your behalf,” she said, her lips touching my neck with her movement. “And I hope you can forgive me for not telling you this sooner. It took me a bit to make up my mind. I won’t lie about it.”

I shifted our position so she straddled me in her cute jean shorts and yellow tank top. Her hair hung over her shoulders and I wanted nothing more than to kiss those pouty lips. “You believing me is the sexiest thing in the entire world.”

She blushed and played with the ends of her hair. “You won’t lie to me, right?”

“Swear.”

“Why would someone want to ruin your career, Brigham?”

“That’s one thought that keeps me up at night.” I set my hands on her hips. “Want to know the other?”

“Maybe?” she whispered as I brought my hands up her sides.

“Your mouth.”

She stared at my lips and all my blood went south. All of it. “I’ve been thinking about yours, too.”

“Kiss me, Blue Bell.”

She sucked in a breath at my demand but didn’t back away. She brought her tiny hands to my face, running her fingers through my scruff, and slowly leaned closer. It was sexy to see her take charge. It took all of my strength to not yank her close to me, but I managed.

Hell, it was worth it.

She pressed her mouth against mine and let out the sexiest moan. She tasted like chocolate and sweetness I didn’t deserve, but it wasn’t enough. This fucking mouth was better than the last kiss and I wanted to taste all of her.

“Christ, Sarah,” I groaned, rocking my hips against her. She slid her tongue inside without finesse, but that made it better. I sucked her tongue hard, and she bucked against my growing erection.

She started grinding against me and kissing with a rushed sloppiness that almost made me lose control. I cupped the back of her neck and broke us apart, loving the sight of her swollen mouth and heaving chest. “Why’d you stop?” she asked, frown lines appearing across her forehead.

“I need to go your pace, Blue Bell, and the way you were grinding against my dick made that real hard.”

Her eyes widened and she rocked against it again, making me groan. “Oh.”

I laughed. “Oh? That’s what you have to say after teasing me?”

“I made you hard.”

If I wasn’t so fucking horny, I’d enjoy how proud she looked. “Yeah. It’s painful, thanks for asking.”

She giggled, but a thoughtful look went over her face. “We don’t have to stop. I…I like doing this with you.”

She’s gonna kill me. I know it.

“Don’t get me wrong. I fucking love doing this with you.” I went to pick her up to move her, but she tightened her thighs around me. “Sarah…”

“I’d like to revisit second base again.” She took a deep breath and started pulling at the end of her shirt. “It’s been a couple years—”

“I can wait,” I choked out. “Don’t rush because you think you have to.”

“I’m not.” She got a determined look on her face before taking the tank top off. She wore a little lacy thing underneath that made my mouth water. “Unless you…you don’t want to.”

I could only stare at her perfect small breasts underneath the bright blue lace. Her nipples were covered, but the small curves she had showed through, and I looked her in the eye before making another move. “Tell me what you want. You are in control.”

“Uh. Wow. Okay. I thought…you’d, like…take charge.” She swallowed and started blinking a lot. “This is stupid.” She tried getting off me and I felt like an ass.

“Hey, hey, where you going?”

“Water.”

“Sarah,” I said, not letting go of her hand. “I’m confused here. I’m into you. Really fucking into you. Letting you take control…that was supposed to be for you.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh.” I smiled, hoping it would ease the tension around her eyes, and it worked. She relaxed into me and heat entered her blue eyes again. “Second base, huh?”

“Uh, don’t say it out loud.” She made a face of disgust and shook her head. “The moment is gone now.”

“Is it, though?” I teased, damn well referencing my erection that really stood out with my loose shorts. “I am perfectly content kissing you, Blue. Just kissing.”

She licked her lips and tried moving again, and this time I let her. “I made you dessert. I figured you’d be back this weekend, and when I heard your door open, I was bringing these to you to explain everything.”

“What are they?”

“Red velvet cupcakes.” She removed the foil from the plate and held one out to me. “Here, try a bite.”

Instead of grabbing it from her hand, I took a bite like she was feeding me. Flavor and warmth burst into my mouth and I groaned for a very different reason from before. “Delicious, goddamn.”

Her face warmed, but then her eyes got wide and she cussed. “My shirt!”

“Leave it off.” I snuck another bite of the cupcake and a little frosting got onto her wrist. Without thinking, I brought her arm up to my mouth and licked it off, swirling my tongue along her soft skin. “Mm.”

She closed her eyes when I did it again and repositioned us so she lay against the back cushion and I sat on the footrest, completely between her legs. I trailed kisses up her arm, over her shoulder and collarbone and bit down on her neck. “Your skin is so soft,” I mumbled over her ear. “Does this feel good?”

“Y-yes.”

“What about if I do this?” I asked, trailing my fingers over her bare stomach and ribcage. She bucked underneath my touch and I chuckled. “You like it.”

“Mm-hm.”

“And this?” I asked, wanting to make it very clear that she could stop me at any moment. I brought my fingers up her middle, tickling just beneath her breasts and gently sliding my finger over her pebbled nipple. It was tight and small against the palm of my hand, and I copied the movement on the other breast. “Tell me how it feels.”

“Wow, just…good.”

“Good? That won’t do.” I used both hands now, grazing her breasts and circling each nipple at a slow pace. She squirmed beneath me and her loud breathing got heavier the longer I went. “Do you want more?”

“Yes, please,” she moaned, reaching toward a pillow with her right hand and fisting it. “I didn’t realize how much I like— Oh!” She gasped when I slid my fingers underneath her lace bra and had both bare breasts in my hands. They were small, but it didn’t make her any less sexy.

If anything, each touch meant more for her, and I kneaded them, flicking her most sensitive area with my thumbs to the point her chest heaved. “What were you saying, Blue Bell?”

It was impressive how normal my voice sounded, when this was the horniest I had been in years. Fucking years.

“It feels so good. Wow.” She opened her eyes and the pleasure and want brimming in them was like a shot of adrenaline. “Can you…uh, do more?”

“Like this?” I pinched harder and she groaned, sounding very pleased. “Or did you mean with my mouth?”

“Uh-huh,” she responded, her voice coming out shy and small.

I reached behind her and undid the bra, letting the flimsy material fall to the floor, and admired her perky pink nipples. My mouth watered. I went slow, making sure she watched each movement as I flicked my tongue against one.

“Brigham!” she yelled, moving her hands to grip my hair.

“You like it a lot,” I said, repeating the gesture a couple of times before moving to the other. “What if I sucked it into my mouth? Hm?”

“Please.”

Oh, Sarah begging was my new favorite thing. I obliged and took the tip into my mouth, sucking it soft, then hard. The alternating pressure made her legs twitch, and when I brought my teeth down on it, she arched her back. “Brigham. I need… I need…”

“To get off?” I did not stop tasting her perfect tits. It was an addiction, knowing this was new for her and getting to experience it with her. “Do you want me to reach inside your tiny shorts and help you?”

“I-I…yes.” Her face was twisted in a combination of desperation and pleasure, and I let the nipple pop out of my mouth with a loud sound before I unbuttoned her shorts. “I’ve never been…this is…wow.”

“Wait until you come apart in my hands, Blue.”

She shivered when I slid the shorts down her legs, along with her matching blue underwear. She was shaved. All of her. I bit into my fist. That was not something I’d expected, and I took a second to calm down.

“Is it…okay?” she asked, concern etched onto her pretty face.

“Sarah. I’m struggling to not embarrass myself. You are perfect.” I traced a finger down her stomach to between her thighs with one thing in mind. Her pleasure. I swirled my thumb around her clit a few times, trying to find the rhythm she liked, and it didn’t take long before she panted. Her legs twitched in a sloppy, uncontrollable way that was fucking hot. She couldn’t stop her reactions. This wasn’t a show for me—it was her enjoying the feelings. I quickened my pace. “Can I finger you?”

“Shit. Yes. Please!” she cried, pulling my hair to the point that it hurt.

I slipped inside, and her warmth and wetness about killed me. She rocked against my hand for a few minutes and I got a second warning before she fell apart. Her muscles tensed and she let out an animalistic sound. “Brigham!”

I kept rhythm, encouraging her to let go as I thrust my finger in and out of her. She bucked and thrashed. And my god… I needed to take care of myself right the hell now. She came to a few minutes later, her entire body covered with sweat, and gave me the goofiest smile I had ever seen. “Like second and a half base now?”

“I should be mortified. I just…lost it. But I don’t care.” She sighed and relaxed into the couch, my fingers still inside her. “This is my most favorite base.”

“Oh, baby, wait until third.” I removed myself from her, placed a kiss on her stomach, and stood, unfazed by my massive wood. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

She frowned. “Where are you going?”

“To jerk off, hard, thinking about your tits and the sounds you made.” I didn’t wait to hear her reply. It took less than one minute to strip down and get into the shower. I had my shaft in my hand and thought of her.

Sarah Bell Blue was hot, and it was going to be a problem.

 


Chapter Eleven

Sarah

 

Why the hell do I have so many notifications? This couldn’t possibly be right. I frowned and eyed my social media posts and gasped at the increase in comments. There were hundreds. Is this going viral?

I’d slept in later than normal after hanging out with Brigham all night, and the guy was persuasive about hanging out again later today. It was a new sensation to look forward to something so much that it made me giddy, and, instead of overthinking it, I enjoyed it. But right then, I had to work on my brand and website, but the social media comments were distracting me. Why?

I chewed on my thumbnail and scrolled through comments. An unsettled, gross feeling grew in my gut as the theme of the comments shone through.

 

Why is this ugly chick with Brigham Monaghan?

 

My heart raced and I read more and more nasty comments, all making fun of my appearance. My page went back to high school posts, when I’d had braces and they’d been mocked. It was awful. This made mean girls look like saints, and my eyes stung just as my phone rang. Megan.

“Don’t look online,” she blurted, forgoing the greeting entirely. “Promise me.”

“I saw.” My voice came out small and dejected. “I’ve known Brigham barely three weeks. I don’t get it.”

“There is a picture of you two outside with dogs walking. People are crazy stalkers and found out your real name, and bam. Are you okay?”

“They are mean.”

“Yeah, Blue, they are, but they don’t know you. They are miserable people stuck behind a screen with nothing better to do. You must realize that.”

I swallowed and moved from the table to pace the kitchen. “All because I was pictured with him? That’s weird.”

“The dude has fans. Lots of fans. He used to do these videos on social media before all that shit went down.”

“Megan. Why do you know all of this?”

“Because I’m looking out for you. Once you made up your mind about him, I promised I wouldn’t interfere, but I did not promise to stop researching him.”

“You’re the worst,” I said, my mood already brightening. “Not really.”

“Yeah, I know. You love me. But for reals, this guy has millions of followers online. He’s going to have some obsessed fans. For sure.”

I sighed and once again found myself debating if seeing him again was worth all this hassle. The arrest, the fans, the bullying… “We fooled around last night a bit.”

“He get your V-card?”

“No. No!” I said too fast. “But we did do stuff.”

“My god, woman. Stop acting like you’re fourteen, for fuck’s sake.”

I laughed and was about to tell her everything when someone knocked on the door. Please be Brigham. “Gotta go.”

“Call me later, Blue. This conversation is not over.”

I hung up and pranced to the door. Brigham stood on the other side, freshly showered with still-wet hair hanging on his forehead. He was the most handsome man. “Hi,” I said, twisting my fingers together and hating how easily my skin blushed. I wanted to say everything and nothing at the same time, and somehow made myself look like a total dork. “Good day, Brigham.”

“Good day?” he repeated, laughing as he pulled me toward him to give me a hug. “You’re cute.”

“You are too. Not cute. Handsome. Sexy, even,” I blurted, smacking myself in the forehead. “Why are you here?”

“I wanted to see you,” he replied, his lips curving into a playful smirk. “Glad I make you nervous still.”

“Shut up, you.”

He laughed and followed me inside, picking me up so my legs wrapped around his waist and kissing the hell out of me. “Mm. I wanted to make sure I remembered right.”

“Remembered what?” I said, our mouths not even an inch apart. His minty breath hit my face and I wanted to cancel all my plans and just kiss him for the entire week.

“If you tasted just as good as I remembered. You do.” He cupped my ass and walked us farther into the kitchen, where he set me on the counter. It was so hot to have a big guy carry me. It was a fantasy I didn’t know I had. “I did come over to talk to you about something. Not just to kiss you.”

“Who says we can’t do both?”

“I like your thinking, Ms. Blue.” He rested his hands on my thighs and stood right between them. The playfulness on his face shifted to a more somber expression and I prepared myself for the worst. “I have some bad news.”

“Okay.” I closed my eyes and held my breath.

“What… Are you holding your breath?”

“Yes.” I opened one eye to find him laughing at me. “I don’t know why I did it, but it made sense at the time. Now, what is the news so my anxiety can chill out!”

He moved his hands to my shoulders and rested them on the spots where my neck met my shoulders. “The media has figured out your name.”

“Oh, yeah. My social media is bombarded with mean comments.” I indicated my phone on the counter. He took it and handed it to me.

“Show me.”

I unlocked it and watched his face as he scanned my phone. He frowned hard and groaned before setting the device down next to me. It was endearing to see him upset on my behalf, and when he rested his forehead against my shoulder, I hugged him. It wasn’t his fault this had happened. My fame might’ve happened because of him, but it wasn’t his fault. He couldn’t control that, and it was good to remember the fact.

“Fuck. I’m so sorry, Blue Bell.” He lifted his head and gave me such a sad look that I wanted to do anything to erase it. “None of that bullshit is true. You know that, right?”

“Yeah. Doesn’t make it less hurtful to read, though.” I made a face, not hiding the hurt. “Was not the best way to start working on social media this morning, that’s for sure.”

His expression tightened for a second before it shifted into wonder. “Use it.”

“Uh, use what?”

“The new social media presence you have. Start posting for your business. Ads on how to help, donate, spread the word. You want to board dogs—if they start trash-talking that, it’ll backfire on them.” He stepped back and clapped. “Yes. You can totally use this, Blue.”

I took a second and tried to envision what he meant. “They can’t be dicks to dogs.”

“Exactly.” He smiled, showing his perfect white teeth, and had an excited energy about him. “Where’s your laptop? Want some help about marketing and image?”

“Wait, really?” I hopped off the counter and we moved to sit side by side on the loveseat. “We’re doing this now?”

“Absolutely. Play it while it’s hot. And if I’ve learned anything about social media, lies and the internet, it’s to spin the story in your favor.” He reached over my legs and took my laptop. “May I?”

“Sure, but I want to see what you’re going to post first.” I folded my legs so they sat underneath my bum and the angle made me lean farther into Brigham’s body. It wasn’t the worst thing. The pine-scented soap mixed with his natural scent was a delightful combination.

He pulled up my account and frowned at the most recent comment.

 

She looks like a cocaine addict. No wonder he’s into her.

 

“Fuck, this sucks.” He sighed and slid a glance at me. “You’re beautiful, Sarah. I hope you know that.”

“Thank you.”

His gaze warmed and he patted my knee before going to work. “Do you have a social media account for your business yet? A logo? A website?”

“Not an account, a logo is a paw print that a freelancer sent me and I have the start of a website but not the URL as I cannot figure out a company name.”

“Hm. Okay. Let me think how we can work this.” He tapped his fingers against his chin for a few seconds. “You’re sure you don’t have a name? Forgive me for being direct, but it’ll be tough to get a head start on everything if you don’t have the brand name yet.”

“Blue Bell Boarding,” I said, hating to admit that his suggestion fit the vision I had. It was playful, yet clear in the message. “Blue Bell Boarding. That’s my name.”

“I love it.” He moved his focus back to the computer for a minute. “Okay, do you approve of creating an account under this name?”

“Yes.”

“Perfect. I’m starting a GoFundMe account for you. If people want to talk shit about your life, they can at least be guilted into donating to help animals. You do want to take in rescues, too?”

“My ideal business would be to board dogs, but to also house rescues until they can find a home. So any donations would help feed the rescues, bath them, supply the right shots.” It would be risky to start a business where a large part of it would depend on donations, but I could not imagine not having a place for rescues. “A GoFundMe would be excellent.”

“We play up the rescue side. The best we can. If you were some heiress swimming in money, there would be little we could do to help this situation. But thank Christ you are not.” He frowned after I made a confused expression and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “That was a compliment, BB. Don’t worry.”

I shrugged and focused on the image he was creating. “What’s your plan with that?”

“I’m going to share this promo from my own pages, too. If you’re going to have to deal with that negative commentary, the least I can do is help you achieve your dream.”

I took a deep breath and hated to feel excited. Was this taking advantage of him? Was he used to people doing this? I reached out and placed a hand over his, stopping him. “You don’t have to do that, Brigham. Don’t use your status to benefit me.”

“Are you not comfortable with it?”

“I’m not comfortable with using your fame for my advantage. I’m sure you’re sick of people doing that.”

“Again,” he said, his lips curving up. “I want to do this for you. The fact that you’re hesitant because of it is further reason why I want to help.”

“Okay, if you’re sure.”

“I am. Now, shh, woman. Let me work.”

 

* * * *

 

“Everything is set up,” Brigham said, an hour or two later. “We’ll let it settle and check in a couple of days to see what happens.” He stood, stretched his arms over his head and laughed when I checked out his stomach. “You’re giving me sexy eyes, Blue.”

“What? Am not.” Cool. I sound real mature.

“Did you enjoy our visit to second base yesterday?”

“Uh-huh.”

He checked his watch and made a noncommittal noise. “Damn it. I need to leave in ten minutes.”

Disappointment weighed me down and I wanted to pout. My newfound sexual prowess reared its head and was being needy, and I coughed in hopes of hiding my unhappiness. He didn’t miss it, though. He ran his tongue over his bottom lip and jutted his chin toward the cushion.

“Come over here and kiss me goodbye, would you?”

How can I pass up that demand? I set my water bottle on the coffee table—with a coaster, of course—and made my way toward him. He clenched his jaw and it reminded me of Brad Pitt’s insanely sexy eating in every movie he was ever in. “Ten minutes isn’t a lot of time.”

“True. But I’m really efficient.” He put a finger in the beltloop of my shorts and yanked me so I landed on my back. He rested an elbow on both sides of my face and put his weight on me.

“Wow.” I ran my hands over his back muscles, not quite daring enough to touch his ass, and froze when he ground his hips into me.

“Am I hurting you?”

“No. You feel…good.” My face heated like crazy and I was glad he couldn’t see it when he dipped his head lower to nuzzle my neck. I giggled, but it was short-lived. He bit down on my ear lobe and it was stupidly sexy. Like, ‘mess with my brain and confuse me’ hot. “Wow.”

“Your reactions are so passionate. You’re dangerous.”

“Me? Dangerous?” I said between my heavy breathing. No one had used that to describe me in my entire life and it felt more than good to hear it from him.

“Yes, Blue Bell.” He lifted his head to stare down at me. “I want all of your reactions. I’m obsessed with showing you everything.”

If I could form any words, I lost the skill when he kissed down my neck, into my cleavage and over my stomach. Every touch with him was electric and new, equally terrifying and delicious. He swirled his warm tongue over my stomach and cursed when his phone buzzed on the table.

“Fuck me. It’s my agent. He’s persistent.” He sat up to answer, but kept a hand on my stomach. He could almost reach hip to hip with the width of his fingers, and a flash of heat went through me at imaging how big he was down there. The tent in his pants was thrilling. He wouldn’t be the first dick I’d seen or touched, but I knew it would be the first that I got pleasure from.

Brigham answered and used a sharp tone I hadn’t heard from him before. “Fine. Yeah. Sure. Bye.”

He hung up and put his phone in his pocket, and when he met my eyes, there was an uneasy glint to them. “I gotta head out, Blue. Please trust me when I say I would much rather stay here with you.”

“Everything okay?” I croaked out. My throat was way too dry. “That sounded tense.”

“One day I’ll tell you all the details. Right now isn’t the time.” He leaned over, cupped my chin and pressed a quick kiss on my lips. “If you touch yourself later, think of me, okay?”

“O-of course.”

“Damn.” He cleared his throat. “I meant it as a joke, but it backfired. You touch yourself a lot, Sarah?”

My face had to be redder than a firetruck at this point, but I faced him and nodded. “I might be inexperienced with men, but not with pleasuring myself.”

“And to think you couldn’t become hotter, and yet here we are,” he mumbled. “Tomorrow. Let’s do something tomorrow.”

“At your place? Or here?” I was already planning on how I could be alone with him again.

“Dangerous.” He smirked. “Let’s get brunch.”

“Brunch?”

“Avocado toast. Mimosas. All the millennial stereotypes we can find.” He pushed a lock of hair over my ear and looked so joyful. “Please?”

“Sure. Yeah. I love brunch.” I shrugged, slightly ashamed and disappointed that we wouldn’t spend more time alone.

“You look sad. Why?” He studied me for a beat before a knowing grin took over. “Ah, how about this? We get food and afterward…we come back here. I can teach you more about my favorite base.”

 


Chapter Twelve

Brigham

 

The last person I wanted to meet after a game was my agent, which was probably saying something about who I hire to represent my best interests. It was just tough because he was a shark and got the best deals—but at what point does money not matter? Charles held up a beer at the joint a couple of blocks away from the stadium. I’d have preferred going back to the apartment and seeing if I could convince Sarah to hang out with me again, but he’d insisted we meet.

It was of utmost importance. “Hey, Charles,” I said, sliding onto the barstool and flagging the waiter down. If I wasn’t drinking, I wanted something to quench my thirst. “Arnold Palmer, please.”

She nodded, leaving me with my pissed-off looking agent. “What gives, man?”

“Your sponsors are pulling out, Brigham. The watch company, the athleisure brand, protein shakes… What’s next? The commercials for staying active? I’m worried you’re going to be dropped from all of them.”

He wasn’t wrong. Sponsors had been letting me go since the arrest. It sucked to lose additional income, as my future in baseball was uncertain, but it wasn’t a shock. Sponsors wanted athletes to help use their image to gain profit. My face was associated with cocaine and bribing police officers.

I picked up a coaster and tore it into a few pieces, studying Charles’ hard face. “Where was this concern when the charges were first brought up?”

“I thought we’d beat them.” He downed the small glass that smelled like whiskey. “Thank god for that chick. People are so interested in her that they might forget that you party too hard and bribe officers.”

The waitress returned with my drink and another for him.

“Dude, what the fuck?” I reared my head back. “Sarah?”

“Yes. The blue-haired girl. Social media found her after I slipped her name as an anonymous user.” He barked out a laugh. “It was a genius move on my part.”

“Charles. That is unacceptable.” My jaw tightened and I clenched my fists under the table. The audacity that he’d assumed this would help felt like a punch to the gut. This was an innocent woman who had no fucking business being thrown into my world. “Leave her the fuck alone in this.”

“You care for her?”

“Not that it matters, but yes. I do.” I took some calming breaths and focused on my career. Punching my agent in the face—in a bar, no less—would not be a good look with my current reputation. It would do too much damage. “She isn’t equipped to deal with social media like I am. She’s off-limits.”

“Chill. I’m not going to do anything. I just wanted her name to get out so people can sympathize with the down-and-out dogwalker. It’s good for your tarnished image, Brigham. Like it or not, she is helping you seem less chaotic.” He tossed a handful of peanuts into his mouth from the little dish and I fought a wave of disgust. Not only from the fact that tons of people dipped their dirty fingers into the bowl, but also at his assumption that his behavior was okay.

“Listen, man, you’ve been a killer of an agent for me. You’ve done a lot for my career, but I fucking mean it when I say to leave her alone. I’m not sure you’re listening to me.”

He made an annoyed face. “Sure. Got it.” He pulled out his phone and typed out a few things before looking back up at me. “The few teams that were interested in you aren’t open for discussions anymore. The Soles have been quiet. Nothing is for certain, but I’m not confident they are going to offer to extend your contract. Not with the bribing an officer shit.”

“Isn’t it your job to defend me and work out the misinformation, Charles?” My temper simmered just under the edge and it was becoming extremely difficult to keep it at bay.

“Look.” He twisted his mouth into a tight scowl. “I believe you. I really do when you say you were in the wrong place at the wrong time. But you need to make more of an effort to clear your fucking name. Volunteer. Do hospital visits. Make yourself seem likeable and savable. We can hire a PR specialist.”

“No. I don’t want someone taking over my life and making me into someone I’m not. I’m not the best, wholesome guy, but I’m not a drug user who bribes cops. The truth will come out eventually. I have to believe that.”

He barked out a hard laugh. “Sure. That’s a stupidly naïve thing to say. You should know better, Brigham. The truth doesn’t matter when everyone has already made up their mind about you.”

“Then I focus on my game. I need a breakout year with personal bests. Stats don’t lie and can cover up the image bullshit.”

“To a point, sure. But the Soles owner is all about family image. Remember when your pal Gideon got ordered to coach after his fallout? The owner is willing to forgive, but you need to try harder.”

Desperation and weakness were not a good mix. My heart raced and the feeling in my stomach got worse with each passing second. Charles was right. I didn’t have to like his tactics, advice or crass way of speaking the truth. I wiped my palms over my face to the point I saw bright spots over my eyelids. “I think I want to post my side of the story.”

“What does your lawyer say?”

“To sit quietly, but this is bullshit. I’m sick of letting thousands of people think they know the truth.” My conversation with Sarah about taking charge of her own story was just as important for me. “I sat out my fifteen games. My time was done for the MLB. The bribery charges… It’s fake. I didn’t say any of that.”

“I won’t advise you to go against your lawyer’s advice, but whatever you’re doing now isn’t enough. I’ll say that.” He set a twenty on the table and made a show of sliding off the stool and straightening his tie. “You played great tonight, Brigs. It was the old you. The passion and energy. I miss that kid.”

He left, making me feel hollow and unsettled. The urge to do something stupid was dangerously close to overtaking my mind. I craved a release, an escape from this hell, and when my phone buzzed with a text, I knew the exact person I wanted to spend time with.

 

Blue Bell: If you didn’t know, the latest tabloid said I was pregnant with your cousin’s triplets. I felt like you should hear it from me.

 

Brigham: Can I see you tonight?

 

Blue Bell: Is this about the triplets? We can still be friends if it’s not awkward.

 

Despite my awful mood, she made me happier.

 

Brigham: I’m in a shit mood and am probably shit company but I’d really like to see you.

 

Blue Bell: You know where I’m at. I’ll be here.

 

Blue Bell: I’m sorry you feel down. I’ll start baking. It helps.

 

It took twenty minutes to leave the bar and arrive in front of the door. A momentary panic took over, knowing she didn’t live here permanently, but that was weeks away. There was no time to worry about things that had yet to happen. Thanks for the advice, Mom. I knocked twice, shifting my weight between my feet as the pressure around my neck got worse with the growing stress.

“Should I have your cousin Bert leave?” she asked as she swung it open. She had her hair in two braids and wore a flimsy red tank top with the same-colored shorts. Even her pajamas were cute. It was her smile and open expression that had my heart beat faster in a good way.

“Bert?” I bit down on my lip to hide my reaction. “That smug bastard. Where is he?”

She giggled, like I wanted her to, and I scooped her up into my arms and kissed her. She parted her bare lips for me and I lost myself in the simplicity of the kiss. Warm mouth, tentative hand movements, soft sounds. She melted in my arms and I broke apart, grinning ear to ear at her gobsmacked expression. “Did you make something with blueberries?”

“Your brain is something else. The ability to go from Bert to kissing me like that to blueberries is a train of thought I can’t comprehend. Your kisses make my brain feel drunk.”

“That is a very good answer.” I set her down and sniffed. “Mm. Something with chocolate?”

“Chocolate chip banana bread. The bananas help convince me it’s healthy.” She ran her finger over her bottom lip and stared at me with wide eyes. “Shall I expect a greeting like that every time you come over?”

“If I say yes?”

“Then I will prepare myself accordingly.” She made a proud face and put on an oven mitt. She made quite the picture with her PJs and mitt, and my sour mood left me little by little the more I stared at her. She pulled out the pan and stuck a toothpick in the center. “Damn. It needs another thirty minutes or so.”

“Thirty minutes, hm?”

She blinked a few times and raised one arched eyebrow. “Do I detect a naughty tone, Brigham?”

“Yes. You definitely do.” I waited until she put the pan back in the oven. “But I’m a nice guy, so I’ll wait until the dessert is done before I make my move.”

“Oh, a move.” She wetted her bottom lip. “I would love to see the moves of Brigham Monaghan, famous sports baller.”

The quick reminder of my life made me wince and a look of regret crossed her face. She frowned and closed the distance between us. “I’m sorry for saying that. Come here.”

She pulled me into a hug. I let her think she had the strength to physically move me, and her tight hug made my chest feel funny. It wasn’t from pain, because she couldn’t actually hurt me, but the feeling of being comforted. It was so new, so foreign, that it startled me. “You’re stiff as a board, Brigham.”

“I know.” I rested my chin on top of her head and took a calming breath. She felt safe while also turning me on each time she wiggled against me. She might be new to sexual experiences, but this comfort with the opposite sex was new to me. “Being around you helps.”

She snorted against my chest before looking up. “Do you want to talk about it? We can talk, not talk, eat, not eat.”

“This is perfect. Right now.”

We stood there, arms wrapped around each other, for a few minutes, and I swore I felt the moment my body relaxed. My muscles unclenched and my mood lifted. Sarah was my happy place for the time being, whether she wanted it or not. “Tell me about your day.”

“Hm. It was pretty okay this morning. The GoFundMe already has a thousand dollars. I couldn’t believe it!”

That was good news. I picked her up and set her on the counter, standing between her legs and keeping my hands on her. “Hell, yeah.”

“Megan made me make her an admin on my social media accounts and she’s going in and either deleting, blocking or reporting the comments that are too aggressive.” She played with one end of her braid before meeting my gaze again. “It was better that way. I much prefer to not read that crap.”

“I prefer you don’t either.” I studied the light dusting of freckles on her nose and the mole just above her right eye that I’d missed. “What else did you do?”

“Facetimed Mr. Alexandre with the dogs. It’s becoming a weird favorite thing? I’m thinking about offering a service like that at Blue Bell Boarding. Make it an upcharge. There are definitely people in the world who would pay for it.”

“Yeah.” I chuckled. “I’ve seen grown-ass humans share ice-cream cones with their pets.”

“I sense judgment in your tone. Watch, you’ll have a dog one day and spoil it rotten.” She scrunched her nose when she smiled and I liked how it made her face look. Joyful.

“My job requires me to be gone for long amounts of time.”

“Well, thank god you know someone who will watch your dog for you!” she teased, looking quite content with herself. “I’ll even give you a discount.”

“You’re so thoughtful.” I stuck my tongue out, getting even more of a giggle out of her.

“How can I not, though? Your job did help me get more attention and funds donated.”

She couldn’t realize what the weight of her words did to my insides. She meant well, but the conversation with Charles came to the front of my mind and I took a few steps back from her. “Is the bread done yet?”

“Oh no. I did it again.” She slid off the counter, put that bright green oven mitt on and rested it on her hip. “You look sad.”

“I’m…” I wanted to change the subject, flirt, comment on her gorgeous pout. But I didn’t. The words bubbled up, thankful to escape, and I unloaded on her. “My agent is pissing me off. He thinks I’m not doing enough to try and salvage my reputation. I’m not going out. I have never done nor will I ever do drugs. I certainly didn’t try to bribe a fucking officer. I just… I keep hoping that the truth will come out. It might be naïve, but I’m having a hell of a time understanding why it’s not.”

“What does he want you to do?” She kept her back to me as she bent low to pull the bread out. It smelled phenomenal.

“Volunteer at hospitals, do-gooder shit and post online about it. I donate money to low-income sports complexes to cover the costs of young athletes, but I’m never going to post it online. How I choose to donate time or money should be on my terms, not in an effort to help people believe me.” I tilted my head side to side, cracking my neck twice. It felt a little better.

“Does your case go to court or anything like that?”

“The goal is for it all to be settled out of the spotlight. Last I heard, one of the key witnesses is changing their story.” I ran my hands through my hair, watching Sarah cut the bread into two decent sized pieces. She placed them on small red plates and jutted her chin toward the couch. I followed and collapsed into the cushions. “It was a false sense of hope.”

“Eat. Sweets solve almost any issue.” She handed me the plate and watched as I brought a corner of the piece to my mouth. She nodded and took a bite herself.

“Good, right?”

“Blue Bell, you are kinda hot when you’re smug.”

She pursed her lips and took another bite, but a slow blush crept up her neck. “I’m really sorry you’re going through all of this, Brigham. It sucks. If I can help you, please let me know. I haven’t a clue how, but I’m willing.”

Use her image. Charles’ voice was unwelcome and I blinked the thought away. “Want to know what helps me?”

“Yes, please.” She scooted closer.

I set her plate onto the coffee table and pulled her into my lap. “This.”

Then I kissed the hell out of her.

 


Chapter Thirteen

Sarah

 

My body reacted without my mind’s permission. I moaned into Brigham’s mouth as he kissed me, hard. Everything before this kiss had been sweet and tender, but this was different. Possessive. Demanding. And hot.

“I want to see all of you. Naked,” he demanded, ripping his mouth off me and gripping the end of my pajama shirt. “Can I?”

“Yes.”

The hesitation in his eyes before I responded pleased me. He might have been aggressive, but I knew he wouldn’t do anything I wasn’t ready for. The scary thought was that there was little I didn’t want to experience with him. He almost growled when he removed my shirt, undid my bra and slid my shorts off my legs. “Fuck, your bare skin is turning me on. This is a problem.”

“Problem?”

“Yeah. I want to lick all of it.” He gave me a devilishly handsome expression before flipping me onto my back on the couch. His jaw went slack as he stared at my chest, stomach and between my thighs. “This is what I wanted to do this morning, Blue Bell.”

“Th-third base?” I asked, hating how needy I sounded. “If we’re moving bases, I want you naked too.”

He liked my request. His answering grin matched the intense look in his eyes and I shivered with want. He reached around to grip the back of his shirt and removed it in one swift movement. His glorious, sculpted pecs were on display, and I whimpered.

“Needy girl. I love it.” He bent low and took one of my nipples into his warm mouth, swirling his tongue around until I squirmed. “Delicious.”

Swoon. Melt. Moosh. That was what I felt like when he repeated the process on my other breast, taking his time kissing and licking every part of my skin. Every nerve ending was on fire when he bit down on my stomach. “Brigham!”

“I like making you go crazy. I like it a whole lot.” He repositioned himself so his face was inches from my touching my inner thighs. “May I continue, Blue Bell?”

My skin broke out in goosebumps. Continue? Experience oral sex for the first time? Butterflies swarmed my belly and I hesitated.

“We don’t have to. I can pleasure you in other ways.”

“I want to…know what it feels like,” I said, closing my eyes to avoid his probing stare. It felt too personal and embarrassing to say out loud. But I should’ve known better. Brigham said my name and waited until I looked at him. “Hm?”

“I’m dying to fucking taste you down there, but if you want me to stop at any point, you say so.” He held eye contact when he slid my panties down my legs and moved me around so he kneeled on the floor with my thighs spread wide. He waited a couple of seconds and stared, causing me to freak out.

“Is something wrong?” I tried crossing my legs, but he stopped me.

“Not a goddamn thing.”

That was all he said before he pushed my thighs down and licked the most sensitive part of my inner leg. He flicked his tongue along the skin, going fast then slow, sending all sorts of new sensations through my body. I gasped when he spread my folds apart and closed his mouth over my clit. “Shit. Ohmygod.”

He hummed into me and circled his tongue around my nerve endings. It was…euphoric. The warmth, the speed, the way he switched paces to bring me close but not quite there. It was unlike anything I had experienced. He lowered his mouth and thrust his tongue inside me, and I froze. It was so dirty and hot.

The orgasm ripped through me without warning. My legs jerked into the air as I tried to grab anything in reach to steady myself. “Brigham, oh. Wow.”

He didn’t stop. Not when I arched my hips up, making him take more of me into his mouth, nor when I gripped his hair in my hands. It took minutes to settle from the explosive orgasm, and when I opened my eyes, he had a dangerous smile. “That was the hottest thing I have ever seen.”

“Mm,” was all I could respond. He pressed light kisses on my thighs and lower stomach, and waited until my heavy breathing stilled before he spoke.

“If you were wondering, Blue Bell, you taste delicious.”

A wave of heat shot down my spine and I trembled. “Wow.”

“I think you might need another one.” He parted me again, flicking my already too-sensitive clit. I bucked and let out a deep groan. “Want to find out?”

I nodded and he slid two fingers inside me as he began the process a second time. My musky scent drifted toward my nose, but it turned me on, knowing he was putting his mouth on me. He thrust his digits in and out, curling up at the end when he was deep. I couldn’t handle all the feelings and I screamed when he reached up with his free hand to pinch my nipple. “Brigham!”

My orgasm started slow, at the base of my spine, and worked its way through my veins, the light, electrifying feeling blinding and paralyzing me for thirty seconds. It was like breathing for the first time after holding my breath for a minute, combined with the warm taste of fresh-baked cookies. I was a limp, pathetic lump sprawled out on someone else’s couch. Unable to make coherent thoughts or decisions.

Wow.

“Is this your favorite base now?” he asked, trailing feather-light kisses up my stomach again.

“Uhhh,” was my very cool reply. My pulse pounded in my head and I had yet to open my eyes. If I opened them, I would have to face reality, and I preferred to stay in the warm orgasm land.

He chuckled and ran a hand up my side, stopping at my neck. “Blue.”

Okay, the tender way he said my name made me look at him, and his sly, cocky smile was worth it. “You smug bastard.”

“Looking at you completely spent and satisfied definitely makes me feel smug.” He licked his lips and the look in his eyes heated, causing me to gulp. His bare chest distracted me now that my thoughts returned and I sat up, reached out and trailed my fingers down his body.

It was magnificent. Chiseled, but not bulky. I traced his biceps and pectorals, moving down his abs and sucking in a breath when I stared at his erection straining against his shorts. “Oh. Shit.”

“I like you touching me, Blue, but there’s no pressure.” He trembled a little when I dipped a finger into his waistband, just an inch, and moved to the side. His breathing picked up and a new kind of feeling took over me. Power. I made this man tremble. Our position didn’t fit for what I wanted to do, so I slid off the couch, naked, and jutted my chin for him to sit where I just had.

“You, sit there.”

He sat and flexed his jaw when I kneeled between his thighs. God, his legs were all muscle too. The strength he had terrified and awed me, and I inhaled before taking the next step. Removing his clothes. I fingered the waistband again and pulled down. The fabric got stuck on his erection and I giggled, adjusting the elastic and finally sliding his shorts and boxers down his legs.

Woah.

My throat dried up, staring at him fully naked. It wasn’t even funny how far I was out of my element. The two penises I had seen were in high school and those boys had been nothing like Brigham. Those boys had been like a comet where Brigham was like the sun. I parted my lips and stared at his massive dick. Did I touch it? Lick it?

My face got hot and panic clawed its way up my throat just as Brigham leaned forward and lifted my chin so I met his eyes. “Hey, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, okay?”

I nodded. “I’m nervous.”

His eyes warmed. “Why?”

“I don’t know what to do and I’m overthinking it and what if it’s weird?” I rambled, my chest heaving, and shit, I was still naked! Brigham took one of my hands and guided it to his dick.

“Do you want to touch me?”

I nodded, entranced when he took my fingers and wrapped them around him. His hand closed over mine and he started moving our hands up and down. He was thick and hard. I felt lightheaded at all my emotions and how attracted I was to him, but I focused on the movements. Up and down, building pace. His thighs tensed on either side of me, pressing against my shoulders, and I looked up to find a sexy, half-slack look on his face. The pumping got dry, and Brigham removed our hands and ran his tongue over his bottom lip. “Can you spit on your hand?”

“Uh-huh,” I said, pretty much drunk on him. I spat and continued the motion without him this time. He jerked every few seconds when I picked up the pace and he groaned, leaning his head back on the couch the longer I went. This was nothing like my first awkward not-complete hand job from high school. This was intense and hot. Sweat appeared on his chest and I reached up with my other hand, dragging my nails down his stomach. His groan got louder. He liked that.

“Can you… Here.” He took my non-pumping hand and cupped his balls with it. “I’m close, Blue. Shit,” he hissed, those huge muscles stiffening. “Stop if you…you want.”

Yeah, there was no way in hell I would miss this. My arm hurt and my wrist started to get numb, but I pumped him until he stilled for one second before moaning as hot spurts came out of him. His entire body, a real work of art, shook and his intense hazel eyes stayed on me as he rode out the orgasm. “Fuck, Blue. Goddamn.”

“Good cusses?” I looked at my hand, his stomach, and blushed at how messy we were. He reached down and cupped my chin.

“Very good cusses.” He blew out a long breath and blinked a few times. “That felt better than I could’ve imagined. Your hands on me. Goddamn it.”

I giggled at his flustered expression. The gorgeous man seemed dazed. From me. It was an intoxicating feeling. “I like all these bases.”

He barked out a laugh. “Uh yeah. Me too.” He noticed the way I held my hand in an awkward position and he narrowed his eyes. “Let’s clean up, BB.”

Still naked, I started walking to the bathroom to wash my hands, but Brigham followed and turned on the shower in the master. Mr. Alexandre had a huge shower with three spouts that alternated pressures. Brigham found two towels in the closet and jutted his chin toward the shower. “Wanna shower?”

“With you?”

“Yes,” he said, not bothering to hide his grin. “It’s not an official base, but it’s recommended.”

“Okay.” Hot water and Brigham’s body? If I ever pass on that opportunity, consider me brain dead.

I stepped into it with him, nervous at the new intimacy between us, and giggled when he lathered his hands in soap and went straight for my boobs. “Wow.”

“I’m being a gentleman, Blue.” He winked and ran his soapy hands all over my skin. “I want to make sure you get clean.”

“Ever so thoughtful, you.” I couldn’t stop smiling when he cleaned every inch of me. It was my turn, but before I could grab the soap, he pinned me against the wall and kissed me hard. He gripped the back of my head as he explored my mouth with his tongue, but instead of the frenzied, wild kisses we’d had before, this one was softer. I ran my fingers through his hair and melted into him while hot water fell on us.

It was one of the sexiest and most tender moments of my life, and a sane person would’ve stopped it from getting too much. But I wasn’t smart right then. I enjoyed every second of it, from the soapy smell to the way he bit my lip when he pulled back. Water clung to his eyelashes and I knew I would never find someone like him again. “Thank you,” he said, pressing his lips together and losing the cocky attitude from earlier. He almost looked sad and vulnerable.

“For what?” I asked, my voice shaking at the intensity on his face.

“Everything.” He shrugged, and in a second, he switched back to the playful Brigham. “I think you’re clean. My turn now, yes?”

I followed his playful lead and soaped him down good. But the worried expression on his face stayed in my mind longer after we got out of the shower and he headed home for the night. What did that ‘thank you’ mean?

 


Chapter Fourteen

Brigham

 

Try harder.

On the field, it was easy. Practice fundamentals, watch tapes and figure out how to play better. Trying harder was what I did every day. But my image? Showing Los Soles that I wasn’t a piece of shit who used drugs and bribed cops? There wasn’t really a playbook for how to do that. Gideon and Bummy sat at my island, their wives Fiona and Michelle next to them, and we tried to brainstorm different solutions. So far, we had shit.

“You could donate a ton of money to a charity?” Michelle said, frowning and giving me a worried look. “Fiona’s charity could use the money.”

“Right, but anything like that would look staged,” Gideon said, shaking his head. “When they made me coach that baseball team…that could work.”

“Dude, it’s the season. He can’t coach. Plus, it’s hot as shit outside,” Bummy said, moving to stand behind Michelle and place an arm around her. “But I like the idea of kids. Could you volunteer at a baseball complex for a day? A weekend?”

“Oh, great idea.” Fiona clapped her hands and hopped up onto the counter so her feet dangled. “I like where this is going. What else has the aw factor?”

“Aw factor?” I asked, tapping my pen against my Post-It note with two ideas.

“Yeah, like kissing babies, volunteering with kids.”

“Puppies,” Gideon said, shrugging. “Puppies are always a good move.”

Blue. My heartrate sped up thinking about her and my body flushed. It made no sense how someone as innocent and small as her could work herself into my mind at all hours of the day. But I didn’t question it. Spending time with her was becoming my favorite thing. Michelle gave me a weird look. “What?”

“Why are you smiling like that?” She narrowed her eyes. “You’re hiding something.”

“Uh, no I’m not.” I covered my mouth with my hand, fighting the urge to laugh. “I just like the idea of puppies.”

“Isn’t that blue-haired chick working with dogs or something?” Bummy asked, and the women’s eyes swirled with a million questions.

“Thanks for that, Bummy.” I held up my hands when Fiona pointed at me. “My blue-haired chick is my temporary neighbor. She pet-sits and is hoping to open up her own boarding business.”

“He brought her as a date,” Gideon said, the traitorous bastard. “We questioned her and were assholes and she held up.”

“A date? Brigham! You can’t just keep this secret. This is news. Big news!” Fiona practically shouted. “Is this the girl you’ve been photographed with?”

“Yes. And your screaming is why I didn’t tell you. You and Michelle are gossiping maniacs.” I crumpled up the note and tossed it at her. “We’re hanging out.”

Liar. It’s more.

“Ohhhh,” Michelle mocked, wiggling her brows. “Can we meet her?”

“Absolutely not.”

They frowned just as someone knocked on my door. It was noon on a Wednesday and my stomach dropped. Sarah. We had plans to hang out later, since there wasn’t a game today, but having her walk in with all of my friends would be a lot. Almost too much. “You gonna get that?” Michelle asked, eyeing the door.

“Uh, probably delivery.”

Gideon shook his head and checked the hole, looking back at us with a shit-eating grin. “Speaking of,” he said.

My gut tightened when he opened it and Sarah stood there with a tray of cookies. She wore a tiny bright red dress with skinny straps and had her hair in one long braid on the side. My chest got a light fluttery feeling seeing her here, with my friends, looking so damn cute. Her blue eyes took in the room before she saw me.

“Oh, hello. I did not bring enough cookies for everyone, so you monster men will have to share.” She walked in, set the plate on the counter and walked out. “Sorry to bother you, Brigham. I wanted to drop those off before I brought more for Fernie. I’ll see you later?” she asked, a slight blush to her cheeks.

“You’re leaving?” Gideon asked, still holding the door open. “Come join us. We’re brainstorming ways to help Brigham get his life together.”

“Oh, that’s… I don’t want to be a bother.” She bit her lip and twisted her hands around her middle, and I felt like an asshole.

“Blue,” I said, finally getting the nerve to speak. “You are never a bother.”

She smiled for a second before shrugging and coming in. “If you’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” I moved from my spot behind the island and walked over to her. She blinked a lot, but when I slid an arm around her waist, she leaned into me. “You’ve met those two, but these two ladies are Fiona and Michelle.”

“Hi! I’m Sarah Blue.” She held out her hand like a dork and the girls shook it, both smiling and giving me warm looks. “What do you have so far?”

“Kids, donations or puppies,” Bummy said. “We need him to not look like a shitshow.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled, hesitant on letting her see that part of my life. My reasons for keeping her separate were fading, because I wanted her to know everything—but that meant more of a chance for her to rightfully walk away. I was a mess.

Blue frowned and studied the list on the counter. “We could host an adoptathon.”

“Uh, what?”

“Yeah. We both could benefit from it. See, I need to get word out about the business, and you could sponsor the adoptathon. We work with a local animal shelter to get radios and news and big sports ballers there to help adopt rescues.” She pointed at Bummy and Gideon. “You guys are big and famous, right?”

Fiona snorted. “Oh my god, I love you.”

Blue blushed but kept focused. “You are. I know it. So you guys can be there, too. You know I hate to use your famous-ness to help, but if you are needing something to show you aren’t a drug-using monster—which you’re not—what do you think?”

“Fuck. That’s a great ass idea,” Bummy said, sharing a look with Michelle that I knew meant they would have a million questions about Sarah. “I’m in.”

“Me too,” everyone else said before turning to me.

“Are you sure?” I asked, waiting until Sarah looked at me, so I could see her eyes. They were expressive and I would know if there were any reservations. There weren’t. I reached down and intertwined our fingers. My friends couldn’t see the gesture and it comforted me when she squeezed my hand back.

“Uh, for sure. This is a huge win for me just starting out.” She smiled and took a deep breath. “Wow, we have work to do. When would be a good date?”

“Our homestand ends in a week before we go on another road trip.” Gideon leaned on the counter and scrolled through his phone. “Then we have another long homestand. That could work.”

“What does homestand mean?”

Michelle’s face somehow got an even more gooey expression, and I avoided her stare. I squeezed Sarah’s hand again. “It’s when we have games here in Phoenix for a week or two. Road trip is when we play other teams out of state.”

“How many, uh, games do you play?”

“Three to four per team.”

“Huh.” She shrugged and went back into business mode. Fiona caught my eye and mouthed oh my god oh my god, and I had to agree. Sarah was special. There was no doubt about it.

“Third week in August,” Gideon said, clarifying when our next homestand was.

“So, six weeks away? Hopefully I can find a shelter that would be up for it,” she said, pulling out her phone and typing away. “I’m taking notes.”

“Wait, can I ask a question?” Fiona said, causing Sarah to look up at her. “Do you really not watch baseball? I’m just… I don’t think you’re lying, but this is fascinating.”

Sarah’s ears turned red. “I don’t. Sports are not my thing. I think I’ve seen some Olympics? Maybe golf twice? I prefer reality TV or crime shows.”

“You’ve never been to a baseball game?”

Sarah furrowed her forehead, tilting her head to the side. “Nope. Maybe t-ball when I was younger, because my cousins played. But in the last fifteen years? No.”

“You have to come to a game!” Fiona screamed, making Gideon wince.

“Fi, calm down there. Don’t scare her,” he said.

“Shit, sorry.”

Sarah looked up at me with questions in her eyes. “I mean, it could be cool, but I’m in no hurry. If you want me to go to a game, I will, but if you prefer I don’t, I won’t lose sleep over it.”

She was asking me if I wanted her there. God, this girl…

“We can talk about it later.”

“Okay.” She shrugged and the weirdness in the air disappeared. “So this event—could you all help promote it and be there?”

“What would we do?” Bummy asked.

“That’s a great question. Let me call some places and I’ll let Brigham know.” She picked up her phone and moved to the door. “I’m going to make some calls. It was lovely meeting you ladies.”

“Uh, you too. For sure,” Fiona said.

And just as quickly as she came, Sarah left the apartment and I prepared myself for the onslaught of questions. But none came. She was gone for a full five minutes and not one of them brought her up. They talked about the adoptathon and how they could donate money to a shelter when I lost it. “You aren’t even gonna ask about her?”

“What’s there to ask? You like her and she’s literally perfect,” Michelle said, looking real smug. “I adore her and want to keep her in my pocket.”

“Oh my god, me too!” Fiona said. “I couldn’t think of a more wonderful human for you, Brigs, than someone who doesn’t give a fuck that you play baseball.”

“And she believes him about the drug charges,” Gideon added. “It’s incredible.”

“And living across the hall?” Michelle wiggled her eyebrows, and they all burst out laughing.

It was a surreal moment to have my friends, my baseball-world friends, meet the one person outside that part of my life and like her. I knew they would because she was so uniquely weird in the best way, but hearing them say all the things I had been thinking made me stupid happy. “I’m glad you got to meet her.”

They nodded and just like that, we went back to business mode. My two worlds had collided and it was totally fine. Weird.

 

* * * *

 

“If you could have any dog, what would you get?” Sarah asked me hours later on a walk with Pico and Cassie. She opted for them to both be in the stroller since the pavement was so damn hot. She was wearing a huge hat again, but had gone sans fanny pack since she could store the stuff on the base of the stroller. It was strange how normal the walk felt. Just me and Blue Bell, and two dogs in a stroller.

“Black Lab. Or a chocolate Lab.”

“Oh yes, I can see that.” She nodded at a couple who cooed at the dogs when they walked by. “You have Lab energy.”

“What in the world does that mean?”

“You’re a sports guy, which means you have lots of energy. Labs are like that. They need to be played with and walked and get lots of action. You are the same way, my friend.”

“Huh. You’re right.” I slowed my pace down to match hers and the evening light burned the back of my neck. In all the time living across from Alexandre, I couldn’t recall seeing him walk his dogs ever. Maybe I’d just ignored him? Maybe Sarah just appeared on my radar more? Either way, the reminder that this was temporary clouded my mood. “Hey, where do you live?”

“Nice transition.” She bumped her hip into mine and looked up at me with a huge smile. She wore the sunglasses I’d given her at the event those weeks ago, and they were just too large for her face. She looked adorable though. “I had a studio apartment in Tempe. Alexandre paid for the lease to be broken, so it is on my list to start searching for a new one next week. I keep thinking, though…if I bought a place for the business, could I have one room that was mine? I could live there. It would make me feel better knowing there was a human there with the animals at all times. Like, what if a fire broke out or something?”

“Could you find a place and buy it that fast?”

“We’ll find out, huh?” She hummed to herself for a few minutes, pushing the stroller and not having an idea of the crazy thoughts in my mind.

Did I want her to live with me? Was it too soon? Would that freak her out?

Why am I thinking like this? I hadn’t had a relationship in…years? I hadn’t hooked up with the same person more than a handful of times in forever. Yet here I was, with Sarah, thinking about her baking in my apartment and wearing her tiny dresses. God, I needed to get a grip.

“You okay, Brigham? You’ve been quiet and have a face like you have to fart.”

“God,” I said, laughing. “I don’t have to fart.”

“It’s okay if you did. Just make sure I’m not behind you.”

“Sarah,” I said, laughing harder. “I don’t.”

“Okay. I’m just saying, it’s okay. It’s natural.”

My lord, I liked this woman. A lot. A whole damn lot. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her into me. “Sarah, I fucking like you.”

“Brigham, I like you too.” She giggled into my chest and I kissed her temple. “Weird response after you farted, but whatever. I’m not judging.”

“You little shit. I did not.” I sighed and tickled just below her ribs, and she let out a loud holler, drawing attention our way. She swatted my hand and pushed me back, pointing at me with her pursed lips.

“No tickling. Not in public.”

“But inside?”

“Maybe.” Her tough façade faded and the teasing tone changed to a more serious one. “Can I ask a question about…us?”

My heart stopped, worried she wanted to end it because of my shitshow. I wouldn’t blame her, but I really didn’t want to end it. “Sure,” I said, hating how my muscles tensed and I prepared myself for the worst. “Shoot.”

“Uh, this is awkward.”

“Sarah, ask it.”

“You know this whole thing is new for me. So, I don’t know the rules and Megan said I shouldn’t even ask it, but I’m hoping you’ll take pity on me. But are we…together? Like, obviously not boyfriend-girlfriend, because that’s childish and dumb. But you just said you like me, and I’m obviously into you…” She trailed off, looking at the ground. She couldn’t see my huge-ass smile.

“Blue, we are definitely together.”

She looked up and her lips curved up. I hated that I couldn’t see her eyes but I continued talking. “I have no plans on seeing anyone else. I know this is new for both of us, but it’s just you.”

“It’s just you, too, for me,” she mumbled and I reached over, took her chin and kissed her. Right there, in the middle of the street, because I wanted to taste her. She let out a little squeal and I loved it.

“Glad we got that covered. Does it ease your mind a bit?”

“Yes.”

“How about we finish this walk and go explore third base again?”

“Big fan of that plan, Monaghan. Big, big fan.” 


Chapter Fifteen

Sarah

 

Ethan hadn’t been this quiet, for this long, for years. It unnerved me. The constant chatter of his was one of the reasons I adored him, but the silence grated on my fragile nerves the longer he stared at the plan. Blue Bells Boarding plan. Megan propped herself up on one of the stools with her arms wrapped around her knees as she too waited to hear Ethan’s thoughts.

My poor fingernail bled from the nibbling, but I couldn’t just not do something while we waited and waited.

Finally, after fifteen minutes of silence, Ethan clapped loudly. “We can do it.”

“You’re sure, sure?”

“Yup. The ten thousand can go toward the down payment for the location, and the funds from the GoFundMe—which, brilliant idea from the baseball dude—has ten thousand that can go toward converting the back rooms to large kennels for the rescues. We need to get the right licenses, but leave that up to me.” He held up his now-warm beer and cheered me and Megan. “We’re doing this thing!”

“Oh my god.” I hugged him hard, and my eyes stung as tears formed. “What about paying people? I need a groomer and to pay you two.”

“When you receive the next ten, you’ll need to put it into a payroll account. Luckily, that woman, Vee, came through by providing us funds for the website so we don’t need to worry about that. But besides payroll, we’ll need to carve out a budget for utilities, internet, that sort of stuff. If the event goes well with your athlete friends, then maybe we’ll get more donations to help get this thing running.”

“Ethan, you are a godsend.” I smacked a kiss right on his cheek and turned to Megan for a huge hug. “I don’t know how I would survive without you both.”

“It’s true. We rock,” Megan said, patting my head while I cuddled into her chest. “We talked about it, Blue, and we’re okay not getting paid for our part.”

“Um, no. Not acceptable.”

“We can put it on our resume as helping get a business up and running. This is the perfect opportunity for me to build my skills in marketing. Better than any internship I could find. And Ethan makes enough playing video games.”

He shrugged. “I do. We’d rather the money go toward finding other employees and getting benefits.”

“But…you deserve money.”

“And you deserve to put every penny toward making your dream come true. We’re with you until the end. How about this?” She pulled away from our hug. “Once we graduate next year, when the business has been open for a bit, if we work there full-time, then we can talk money.”

“But that’s a year of free work. I can’t do that.”

“Blue, you beautiful idiot. This isn’t up to you. Ethan is doing your payroll, so he’ll do it no matter what you say.”

I stuck my tongue out at them before a full sob came over me. It was surreal to think that I could really do this without my parents’ help. It took a good ten minutes for me to settle down before I went back and hugged Ethan in a full-body embrace. He tried to get me off him, but I refused. “Ethan, I swear to god, let me hold you.”

“You’re so weird.”

“I don’t care.”

He laughed just as someone knocked on the door, and Ethan waddled to it with me still attached to him. He opened the door. “Uh, hi?”

“Ms. Blue,” Fernie said, standing outside the apartment with an uptight expression and an empty plate. “I am returning your dish, if you wouldn’t mind climbing off this man.”

“Right.” I let go and smoothed my outfit down, smiling at the empty plate. “Is it washed and polished?”

“As you demanded.”

“Excellent.” I took it and pointed over my shoulder. “I have puppy chow.”

His lip curled up on the side in disgust. “Are you offering me food of a dog?” He eyed Pico, who wagged his tail so hard his entire body shook. I reached down and petted his head.

“No. It’s a dessert, you baboon. Come try it.” I walked toward the kitchen and pointed to Megan and Ethan, introducing them by name. “This is Fernie, the doorman who I absolutely loathe.”

“The feeling is mutual,” he replied, keeping his tone curt, even though he stood in the kitchen eyeing the red bowl. “Puppy chow.”

“It’s rice Chex Mix covered in butter and chocolate and powdered sugar. It is incredibly bad for you and just the thing you need to loosen you up, Fern.” I got a small Tupperware dish and put some puppy chow in it. “Here, take this.”

He picked up one white square, put it in his mouth and his eyes widened. “Oh, I was not expecting that.”

“They are good. Terrible for you, but so good.” I studied him just as my phone pinged with an alert that another amount had been donated. “Do you like dogs?”

“Uh, not particularly.” He walked toward the door and made sure to stay out of Pico’s way. “Why?”

“We’re working on an event with one of the rescue shelters in the valley. It’ll be the second Saturday in August, if you want to stop by. Brigham and his sports friends will be there, too.”

“Hm.”

“I’ll drop off a flyer on your desk.”

“I can’t make it,” he said, leaving the apartment, but not before sneaking in one last comment. “I’m sure you poisoned this puppy food, but it is outstanding.”

“Tons of poison. Don’t eat it all in one sitting.”

He left and I had a huge smile on my face just as Brigham appeared at the door. Pico ran up to him and he bent down to greet him, melting my heart even more. “Hey, Blue Bell. Did Fernie come visit you?”

“Yes, he returned my plate and got more snacks.” I walked up to him and couldn’t stop smiling. He wore faded jeans and a white shirt and, my god, I wanted to roll around naked with him. His eyes warmed at my approach and he bent down and kissed the hell out of me before Megan cleared her throat. He stilled and kept his hands on my hips, but looked over my shoulder and grinned. “Oh, hey.”

“Don’t oh hey me when you come in and maul my girl. I’m Megan.”

“The friend, hm?” He kept his arm around my shoulder as he approached the kitchen, and an irrational part of me wanted my best friends gone. Being alone and naked with Brigham became the most important goal ever. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” she said, blushing redder than the puppy chow bowl. “Be good to her. I know I’m small, but I can still hurt you.”

“Megan,” I said, lowering my voice in a super non-scary way. “He’s fine.”

“For now.” She winked and went back to her phone. “I gotta say, I’m impressed you and your teammates are game for this event. It’ll help us out so much.”

“I’m glad. But it’s also helping me out, so I should be thanking you guys.” He held out a fist to Ethan. “Hey, good to see ya again.”

Ethan fist-bumped him before shoving puppy chow into his face and going back to the computer. “Is the team donating any money to the event?”

“No, we don’t get a say in what they sponsor, but me and my buddies are going to donate about ten grand each.”

What. What. My head got fuzzy and I wobbled a bit before Brigham reached over to catch me. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah, we talked about it after you left the other day. We want to donate that to help get everything running. Plus, hello, puppies.” He grinned, but my brain couldn’t compute. Thirty thousand more dollars.

“No. You can’t.”

“Yes, we can. And we will, BB.” He squeezed my hip with his hand and smiled so big, I got lost in his expression. “You’ve gone pale.”

“You shocked her,” Ethan said, chuckling. “The money will help almost every problem we could face. We would’ve been okay with the donations we already have, but this ensures success for at least the first year.”

“Plenty of time for you to grow the business and show all the potential clients why your place would be the best.” He bent down and kissed the top of my head, my mind still not grasping how he could donate that much money. “Why are you frowning?”

“You can’t just… That’s a lot of money.”

“It’s not for me,” he said, so flippantly, it shocked the sense out of me. I grabbed his hand, dragged him into the bedroom and shut the door. “Woah, you want to fool around with your friends out there?”

“Shut up, you.” I pushed him so he sat on the bed while I paced. “Enlighten me about your day job, Monaghan.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“Maybe.” I took a deep breath and stood far enough away that he couldn’t touch me, because when that happened, I lost control. “Why is that much money not a lot for you?”

He winced and ran a hand over his face. “I make a lot being a professional athlete. Between the contract to play, and sponsors, it really brings in money.”

“Like how much?” I asked, bracing myself. “Like a million?”

He hissed. “More.”

“Two million?”

“My contract alone is thirty million for five years.”

Thirty. Million.

Six million a year.

“Shit.” I closed my eyes, spun a little bit and took a deep breath. “Wow.”

“Blue Bell, come here, please.”

“Just, give me a second.” The differences between us were already vast enough, but the money? It carved a huge hole of doubt in everything. “That’s…a lot.”

He reached toward me, grabbed the edge of my shirt and pulled me to him so I straddled his lap on my bed. He kept his hands on my hips and had a pained expression on his face, tight lines around his lips and sad eyes. “Please don’t let it change things between us.”

“It’s just so much.”

“It’s part of being an athlete.” He hung his head and rested his forehead on my shoulder. “I love how I am with you. You don’t care about that part of my life, and I need that. The escape. You’re perfect and odd in the best way. Sarah, I can see the panic in your eyes. How can I make it go away?”

Maybe it was the way his voice shook a little, or the tormented expression in his eyes, or the way his grip tightened like he didn’t want to let go of me. I planted a wet, sloppy kiss on him. “Let me digest it and it’ll be okay.”

“You’re sure?” A line appeared between his eyebrows and I ran a finger over it. “I would hate to end this because of money.”

“Ending it?” I said, arching back a bit. “Who said ending it?”

He laughed and cupped the back of my head. “Thank Christ,” he said before bringing his lips to mine and kissing me hard. He sucked my lip into his mouth to the point my pulse throbbed between my legs. I squirmed against him and he slid one hand from my back to the front of my shorts. “Oh, my girl’s getting turned on, huh?”

“My friends are out there,” I whispered, yanking his mouth back to mine. He slid a finger inside the hem of my shorts and moved my panties to the side. I gasped when he teased me, not quite entering me but damn well getting me right to the edge. “Brigham, you bastard.”

“Will you be wet?”

“Yes,” I said grinding against him, desperate for him to follow through with it. “Please.”

“What if we stop now and see how much we can push each other until your friends leave?”

“What?” I almost cried. “Wait?”

“Yup.” He removed his hand and smiled. The hesitant look from earlier was replaced with a wild grin. “Just think how powerful your orgasm will be later. Hours later.”

I blew out a breath as my pulse pounded with need. “This is torture.”

“No, baby, this is prolonged foreplay.” He stood up, tucked the evidence of his own horniness into his pants and held out a hand. “Let’s go visit with your friends.”

“Bastard.”

“It’s all part of the process, Blue.” He yanked me to him, kissed me quick and patted my ass. “This isn’t a base, per say, but it’s like rounding first.”

“Well, I hate it. I do not like rounding first.”

He barked out a loud laugh as we went back out into the kitchen, where he joked with my friends like he’d known them for years. It made me inexplicably happy to see him fit in with my family, and thoughts of the future crept in. Could we last and make this a real thing? Did I want to?

Yeah. I definitely did.

 


Chapter Sixteen

Brigham

 

Megan and Ethan hugged Sarah goodbye after four more hours. Four hours of laughing and planning their business, four hours of seeing Sarah smile so fucking much it made my chest all light, and four hours of thinking about sliding her tiny shorts off her body and licking her until she screamed.

“Hopefully we’ll see you again, Brigham,” Megan said with a wave as she left. Ethan followed. Sarah locked the door and leaned against it. She looked at me with nothing but want in those clear blue eyes.

“They are gone,” she said, licking her bottom lip and checking me out. “I hate you a little bit.”

“Oh really, why?”

“I decided I don’t like being turned on for hours. It doesn’t exactly feel great.” She breathed heavier the closer I got to her, and if I could capture Sarah in one moment, it would be this. Wide-eyed, red cheeks, lips parted, with a dazed look in her eyes.

“You are beautiful.”

“Enough sweet talk. I’m gonna get myself off if you don’t take care of the mess you started.” She marched past me, toward the bedroom, but I caught a loop of her shorts with my finger and yanked her back to me. “Woah, hey.”

“Now that, I would like to see,” I said, letting my lips brush her ear. She trembled against me and I reached around to graze my hand over her hardened nipples. One thing I learned about Sarah was that she sometimes didn’t wear a bra. Like now. “Mm. You are definitely turned on.”

“Yes,” she said in a greedy tone. “Your fault.”

“I love hearing that.” I bit down on her ear, her back to my chest, and pinched both nipples before going lower. She hissed when I dipped a finger into her shorts, but I stilled, hoping to drive her wild. “Feel good?”

“Brigham,” she begged, and it was like a shot of whiskey, lighting me on fire. My girl was needy for me and I needed to take care of her.

“What do you want? Do you want to get off, right here in the middle of the living room, standing up, looking out of the window? Or do you want to go on the counter? Or in the bath? Tell me.”

“I’m going to die if I don’t get a release. Die.”

“Then here it is.”

I moved us closer to the window and unbuttoned her shorts, sliding them down her long legs until they pooled on the floor. Her black panties came next, followed by her shirt. “Is this turning you on, knowing someone could see you if they had a telescope?”

“Y-yes.” She trembled when I teased her breasts again, slowly moving my hands down to her center. She wasn’t lying about being wet. That was for damn sure. I slid into her with two fingers and used my thumb to give her what she needed.

“Put your hands on the window and spread your legs apart,” I commanded.

She did, and I almost fell apart at having all her trust. She wanted me to fingerfuck her, hard, letting me hear all her sounds and the way she tensed and thrashed when I finally brought her to orgasm. She panted and leaned back to my chest, her body heaving. “Holy holy holy.”

“Take that as a good sign?”

“Dead. Me. My body,” she mumbled, totally putting all her weight on me. I picked her up easily and carried her to the bedroom to lay her gently on the king mattress. Her blonde and blue hair went in every direction and I kissed the hell out of her. I loved how she clawed at me and tried to increase the pace. I rocked my hips into her, letting her feel my cock through my shorts, and my hand fucking shook when she squirmed beneath me. “Brigham,” she said, a question on her tongue. I stopped kissing her neck and forced myself up on my elbows. “Can I…explore you?”

“Oh, baby, yes, you can.” I grinned and bit down on her lip before rolling onto my back. “You can do any goddamn thing you want to me.”

She licked her lips, going shy for a second, before demanding I take my shirt off. I did. She slid my shorts to the floor and climbed on top of me. My dick was inches from sliding into her and I ground my teeth. “Blue, god, I’m needing to be good here.”

“I know. I just want to feel our bodies together, like in the shower.”

“Okay.”

“I’m going to lick you. Is that okay?”

Is that okay? Fuck. Fuck yeah. “Of course,” I croaked, barely able to control my lust for her. I gripped the sheets on either side of me as she kissed my neck, collarbone and moved over my chest. She was timid and would bite here and there, not quite ready to make an aggressive move. But somehow, each awkward fumble was hotter than any sexual encounter I’d had before her.

I lost all rational thought when her breasts hit my dick. I arched my hips involuntarily, and Sarah gripped my shaft in her hand and started pumping. “Fuckkk,” I said, opening my eyes to find her staring at me. “So good.”

She gulped and looked at my dick for a second, before lowering her face and taking it into her warm mouth. She sucked, swirling her tongue around to the point I was losing my fucking mind.

It felt so goddamn good. “Sarah, baby, shit.”

She brought her hands into it and pumped and sucked and brought me to madness. I reached down and fisted her hair, on the verge of floating from pure pleasure, and the orgasm hit me like a bolt of lightning. Hard. Fast. Hot. She didn’t stop, though. She continued until every spasm stopped and she released me, licked her lips and looked at me with a glint in her eyes. “So?”

“So?” I laughed. “That’s what you have to say after blowing my goddamn mind?”

She giggled and I hauled her up so she lay on top of me. She rested her face on her hands, right on top of my chest, and I could just stare at the playfulness on her face. “It was good?”

“Uh, yeah. Fuck yeah.” I rubbed my hands up and down her back. “I was not expecting that.”

“Well, I figured it was time for me to enjoy third. You’ve been enjoying it for a week now.”

“I really do like eating you out. It’s in my top three favorite activities.”

She blushed and hid her face in her hands. “That was my first one. Don’t laugh, but…I looked up some ways to do it.”

Oh my god, she’s so fucking cute. “Yeah?” I couldn’t stop smiling. Maybe it was the post-orgasm bliss that was like a drug, or the fact that this most innocent woman enjoyed being with me. Maybe it was a combination.

“Want to know something else?”

“Yes.”

“I liked it,” she said, blushing even redder, and I could see myself with her for a long-ass time. The new experiences, the way she liked trying new things, the baking and the smiles and blushing. “I wasn’t sure if I would, you know?”

“Well, I certainly liked it too.”

She giggled and sighed before resting her head on my chest again. “There’s a problem, though.”

“What is it?” I tensed, waiting to figure out what it was so I could fix it.

“It got me all…hot again.”

Fuck, this chick was the best. “Oh, so you want me to play with you some more?”

“Maybe?”

“Do you have a vibrator here?”

“What?” she asked, her voice rising. “How did you know?”

“It was a wild guess, but holy shit, I want to use it on you.” I sat up, bringing her with me. “Fucking hell.”

“You seem all excited.”

“Sarah,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Where is it?”

She squealed, ran to her suitcase and brought back a purple one. “You look like an insane person right now.”

“I want to fuck you, I won’t lie. But you aren’t ready and I will wait as long as you want to, but this?” I took it from her. “Can I use it on you?”

Her eyes went glassy and she nodded. She climbed onto the bed, legs spread wide, and trembled with need. “I don’t think… I’m so turned on. It’s overwhelming.”

“I agree.” I repositioned myself so I could easily slide it in and out of her. My hands shook at how fucking hot this was. “What do you do before you fuck yourself with it, Blue Bell?”

“I spit on it.”

I spat on my hand and rubbed it up and down the plastic device. She panted at this point and I placed it right between her thighs. I had never done this with a woman, and my god, it was so hot I couldn’t see straight. I pushed it into her, watching how she arched her back and moaned so loudly that the dogs made a sound from the other room. I took it out slowly and repeated the process a few times. She bucked against it, so I went harder. In and out.

“Yes,” she moaned, grabbing the pillow and shoving it over her face. She hadn’t come yet, but she was close. I was transfixed, put under a spell by her body, and I went harder. Faster. I couldn’t stop myself. I reached down with my other hand and stroked myself. I couldn’t remember another time I had rebounded so quickly, but there had never been anyone like Sarah.

“Fuck,” I groaned, causing her to look at me, and when she saw what I was doing, she lost it. Legs in the air, body-shaking, lost it. Her reaction set me off, and I too came a second time. “Holy shit.”

“Uh.” That was all she said.

My ears rang and my blood pounded. Time lost all meaning as I used my shirt to clean myself up before climbing into the bed next to her. We lay there, unspeaking, catching our breaths, until she turned onto her side and looked at me. I mirrored her position and smiled at how pleased she looked.

“That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen or done in my entire life,” she said, taking a deep breath and shaking her head. “I’m in shock.”

“Baby, that was the hottest fucking experience I’ve ever had. So I understand.”

“Really?” Hope blossomed in her voice.

“Yes. Yes,” I reiterated. I trailed a hand down her side. “I’ll never be able to get that image of you screaming out of my head.”

“Ugh.” She nuzzled her face into my shoulder and I pulled her against me, not quite ready to get her go. She smelled like dessert and was warm against me, and the restlessness I felt at my own place was gone.

“Do you have plans the rest of the day?”

“Nope,” she said. “I mean, maybe more of this if we can squeeze it in.”

“I can find time. Don’t worry.” I closed my eyes and was so relaxed, I didn’t even mean to fall asleep. It just happened.

Without any idea how much time passed, I found her clock and almost laughed. We’d napped for two hours, skin to skin, and that wasn’t something I had done in years.

She stirred against me, making cute little sounds in the back of her throat, and I kissed the top of her head. “We slept,” she said, all throaty and cute.

“Those orgasms will do that to you.”

“Wow. Can we do that and nap every day?”

“God, I wish.” I groaned, sat up and stretched, wishing I could not go back to my place. Alone. I wanted more time with her. “Want to grab some dinner?”

“Like, delivery or going out?”

“Whatever you want.” I smacked her ass and found my shorts on the floor. “You decide, Blue Bell. You deserve it after that.”

She blushed, pulled the sheets up to her face and sighed. “Thai food. That’s what I want. All the fried rice and flavors and beer.”

“It’s a date. Let me change and I’ll be back in ten minutes?”

She ran her teeth over her bottom lip before smiling. “Can’t wait.”

God, I couldn’t either. There was something about her that I could not get enough of, and for the first time, there wasn’t the hanging feeling like shit was going to go wrong.

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

Sarah

 

This was a dumb idea.

I pretended to study something in the distance, but really, I was staring at Brigham’s nice polo shirt and khaki shorts. He looked nice. Delicious, sure, but professional and handsome and why did I think this was a good idea?

“Any particular reason you’re staring at me?” he asked, smirking and reaching out to grab my hand. We were walking to meet up with my parents for lunch. It was ridiculous to feel this nervous. Sure, we’d been hanging out for five weeks now, saw each other every day he wasn’t out of town, and the adoptathon was the following Saturday.

“Uh, nope.”

“Liar.”

“Okay, fine. I’m nervous. My parents are…hard to like. You’re…all sports and they are academics. The fact that I dropped out of college was enough to have them disown me.” I tried tugging my hand away, but it had the reverse effect. He laughed and pulled me toward him. “Stop wooing me with your devilish eyes and stop smiling at me!”

“Wooing you?” he repeated, his smiling growing. “God, you’re cute. I’m smiling because this is the first time, ever, someone is actually embarrassed by what I do. Most people, women or men, can’t wait to show me off. This is so refreshing, honestly. My sister will die when I tell her.”

“I’m not embarrassed by you!”

“I know,” he said softly. “I meant my profession is making you nervous instead of giving you a bragging point. Tell me. If I were a professor of econ or something, would you be this nervous?”

“If you wore sweaters with elbow patches, then no.”

“See?” He grinned again. “My profession is what has you all rattled. I can handle your parents. Shit, after this past year, yeah, your parents won’t bother me.”

“Ugh, we’ll see,” I mumbled, continuing our walk to a cute restaurant right in the center of downtown. They had the best breakfast food for lunch and we arrived three minutes before we were scheduled to. I chewed my fingernail until Brigham took my hand out of my mouth and placed it between his.

“You’re a mess right now.”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Did you bring the flyers to tell them about next week?” he asked, all smiles and chilled vibes. “It’s impressive how you got it all together.”

“Yes, I brought them, but I’m telling you, they won’t care.” I prepared myself for the worst-case scenario—them laughing and telling me it was dumb. No one would be there. I’d go bankrupt and have to move back in with them. They were all things that kept me up at night and preparing myself for the verbal onslaught would be wise. It was easier to deal with if I lowered my expectations. That way, it would hurt less.

But that didn’t help the small flicker of hope that grew in my chest when they arrived, waving at me from the other side of the terrace. “They’re here.”

“Let’s do this,” Brigham said, all happy and cheery as we walked, hand in hand, to meet my parents.

“Hello,” my mom said, eyeing Brigham head to toe in a way that felt like a teacher singling out her problem child. “Who are you?”

Before I could introduce him, Brigham held out a hand. “Hi, I’m Brigham Monaghan. I’m currently dating your daughter. It’s wonderful to meet you.”

“Hm,” my mom replied, shaking his hand and giving me a pointed look. “I wasn’t aware we were needing reservations for four. We only got a table for three and they look busy.”

“I know the owner here, so I don’t think it’ll be a problem.” Brigham nodded in greeting to a man dressed in a suit before shaking my dad’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Blue.”

My dad responded, because manners had been pounded into him, but his face paled. “You too, Brigham.”

“Should we find a table? Order some food?” Brigham asked, putting his arm around me. “This place is great and I’m starving.”

“Right, yeah,” I said, sweating buckets at the accusatory glances my parents were tossing my way. “Food.”

“I’m sure you want to eat before you tell your parents about next Saturday,” Brigham said, definitely loud enough for my mom and dad to hear, and I elbowed him in the side. “What?”

“Not subtle, man.”

“Tell us about what? You’re not…running away together, are you?” my mom asked with the same tone she used to talk about trash.

“God, Mom. No. Just wait until we sit down.”

She shrugged and the hostess led us to our table. We got seated and ordered coffee and our meals, before Brigham put his arm on the back of my chair. “Show them,” he said.

I took a deep breath and took the folded flyer from my pocket. “Next Saturday I’m hosting an adoptathon with Paws Inc. from the valley and with three players from Los Soles baseball team. We’re hoping to raise funds for my business as well as get the dogs adopted from the no-kill shelter.”

My mom read the flyer, her eyes moving frantically over the words, while my dad remained stiff. My throat hurt and Brigham moved his hand to my shoulder, rubbing gentle circles on it. I hated how I wanted their approval. It was childish and something I wouldn’t get unless I had a PhD in PhDs. But my dad nodded. “This is impressive.”

“Thank you.”

“A foolish pursuit of trying to make a living, but an event this size will bring in donors. How much are you hoping to make? A couple thousand?”

Brigham snorted and raised a hand in the air in mock surrender. “She’s already had, what…fifty thousand donated already? Even before the event?”

“Correct.” I slid him a smug look. That amount of money shocked the shit out of my parents. My father’s face of indifference cracked and he gasped. “To answer your question, I’m going in expecting nothing because I’m set to open at the end of this year. I should be able to run without making a single penny for at least one year and I doubt I’ll make no profit.”

“Yeah, now with Megan’s marketing campaign. She is killing it.” Brigham smiled at me and reached under the table to rest his hand on my thigh. “Blue Bell has worked her ass off for this.”

“Blue Bell?” my mom asked, almost showing a hint of a pride. “Is that a nickname?”

“Yup. First time I saw her, she had blue hair and wore a blue dress. When she said it was her last name, I about fainted.” He squeezed my thigh and met my parent’s eyes. “You should be proud of her.”

“Brigham,” I warned, hating the way my body tensed and my mouth became dry.

“What? They’d be fools not to.”

“They can hear you. Us. This.” I waved my hand between us, but it only made him laugh. “Ugh, you. You’re lucky I don’t hate you.”

“You guys seem close,” my mom said, eyeing us now with a different look in her eyes. “And, Sarah Bell, we are proud of you.”

“Uh, you’ve literally never said those words in my entire life.” I widened my eyes and laughed. “This is a revelation.”

“Don’t be dramatic, darling.” My mom sat up straighter and sipped her water like the Queen of England was judging her technique. “We just don’t agree with what you’re choosing to do. I never thought you didn’t have grit or determination.”

“Hm.” I thought about how to respond but didn’t get the chance before the suited man came up and greeted Brigham.

“Dude! Great to see you. It’s been a while, huh?”

“Hey, Everett.” Brigham stood up and did a bro hug with the guy before glancing at me. “He attends games all the time. His family has season tickets behind our dugout.”

“Oh, that’s cool.” Dugout?

“This is Sarah Blue and her parents. Hey, if you and the fam aren’t busy next Saturday, stop on by. Me, Gideon and Bummy are helping Sarah with an adoptathon and I know your mom would trade you in for a dog.”

“Dude,” he said, smiling down at the flyer Brigham passed him. “Let me snap a pic of this.” He got out his phone, took the picture and widened his eyes at me. “My wife will be all over it. And my mom. Honestly, they overpower me most days.”

“As they should,” Brigham joked, laughing with ease, and I could only stare at him. He had the best smile when he laughed, but then my mom cleared her throat, ruining the moment.

“He is not your type.”

“Do I have a type?” I tilted my head, running a hand over my jaw. “I haven’t dated.”

“Right, but bookish, skinny guys were more your style,” she said, staring hard at Brigham talking to Everett. “He’s large.”

“Your point?” I snapped back, annoyed that his size was a topic of conversation. Would this be happening if I were dating a girl? Would we be talking about girl sizes? No. “He’s kind, considerate, and makes me stupidly happy. That’s enough for me.”

“You’re right,” my dad said, his face serious despite the warning look in his eyes. “I’m glad you brought him to meet us, Sarah.”

I beamed at my father just as Brigham rejoined us, giving us a sheepish smile before scooting closer to me. “Sorry about that. He’s a good guy.”

“Don’t apologize.” I swatted his arm and laughed when he pretended I’d actually hurt him. “That’s cool you know him and his family from the seats.”

“Yeah, season-ticket holders get special passes to games and events, so sometimes we get to know them.”

“I think I’ve seen your face somewhere,” my dad said, causing Brigham to shift gears like a switch went off. “ESPN highlights?”

“Probably,” he said, the tone of his voice much more somber. “Are you a baseball fan?”

“Yeah, Craig, are you?” my mom asked, acting like he’d said he’d dated Satan in college.

“It’s on in the breakroom at work sometimes. I’m bored when I eat lunch.”

“Hm,” my mom said, lifting her nose and staring at people who walked by. My stomach soured at the thought that my parents might’ve heard about Brigham’s troubles and how they would judge him. I leaned into his body, regretting that I’d brought him here. But my dad seemed interested and asked him a question right when our food arrived.

“So, what are your intentions with my daughter? This is the first time she’s ever introduced us to a guy before.” He smoothed his napkin over his lap and cut his food into small pieces.

“Dad, god.” I covered my face in my hands but Brigham pulled me into a half-hug. “I regret this whole thing.”

“This is fascinating.” Brigham took a sip of coffee before replying. “I plan to date her, continue to get to know her, and we’ll see what happens. You said this is the first guy she’s brought to you—well, this is my first time meeting the parents, so this is new for me too.”

“Does your job mean you get around, as they say?” my mom asked, pursing her lips, and I groaned. “What, Sarah?”

“Just stop. Either act appropriately or we’re leaving. Make fun of me, sure, but not him. You’re being an ass for no reason.”

She dropped her fork, causing a loud clank, and my dad paled and coughed. He righted himself before he put a calming hand on my mom’s shoulder. “Rose,” he said, a warning in his voice.

I wasn’t sure if it was for my benefit or for hers. But I wasn’t backing down. My pulse raced and my chest heaved as she stared me down. I wasn’t on their payroll. I provided for myself. This bullshit had to end, despite the fact that it sucked and I could very well throw up. “I mean it, Mom. You’re crossing a line, and if that’s what you want, fine. But don’t expect me to share my life with you when all you do is judge it.”

She gasped, like I’d smacked her, and I leaned back into the chair, done with the entire thing. “Yeah, we’re not gonna solve this today. We’ll head out.”

“You sure?” Brigham asked, voice sweet as can be, and I shook my head.

“Yes.”

He tossed a fifty on the table before sliding out and waiting for me to take his hand. We got two steps away before he headed back. “Come to the event. She’s worked her ass off for it. It was nice to meet the parents who raised Sarah. She bakes for a grumpy man in our building and has a heart of gold. I credit that to you two, but I will not sit by speechless when you belittle what she’s doing. Not everyone needs a degree to make a living.”

My hands shook as we walked away and I couldn’t decide if I was mad or impressed that Brigham spoke up. We went down the escalator, and right at the bottom, he pulled me to his chest and gave me a loud, possessive kiss. “Woah.”

“I’m sorry, Blue Bell.”

“Wait, why?”

“I shouldn’t have spoken like that to your parents,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair, a tormented look crossing his face. “It was rude, but fuck, they were assholes.”

I hugged him, hard. “Thank you for apologizing.”

“You’re mad, aren’t you? Shit. I would be too.”

“No.” My voice came out all muffled against his nice shirt. “I wish I had the nerve to do that. It’s long overdue, but it’s hard, you know? I love them, but struggle with their own version of what my life should be.”

“I get it, baby,” he said, resting his chin on my head. “You’re working so hard, and it sucks they can’t support it.”

“It makes me sad when I think about it, but Megan and Ethan’s parents are supportive and they make me feel better, like it’s not totally dumb.” I looked up at him, staring at his sharp jaw line, and my chest got fluttery and light. “I’m glad we met, Brigham Monaghan.”

“So the fuck am I, Blue Bell.” He squeezed tighter. “So the fuck am I.”

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

Brigham

 

“God, this is brilliant.” Charles met me outside the stadium the day before the adoptathon wearing a huge smile and his typical way-too-fancy for-the-Phoenix-heat suit. “Puppies and rescues? Brigham, thank you for finally taking this shit seriously.”

“It was her idea, actually,” I said, hating how tense my entire body got around him. “My shitshow had nothing to do with this.”

“Don’t care. This will swing some things into your favor. Party-boy Brigham forgoes sex and drugs for volunteer girl with blue hair. Shit, man.” Charles laughed and scanned his phone. “This is great.”

I gritted my teeth and sighed. Sarah was waiting at the apartment and I would rather have spent the night with her than another five minutes with Charles. “What’s up? Did you need to talk or something?”

“I met up with a different client today and thought I’d check in with you. No good or bad news to report, which is all right. There’s a commercial shoot coming up that hasn’t cancelled yet, so I’ll send you the details on that. Oh, are there any teams that are absolutely noes for you? I’m working on drafting some contract negotiations, and with your current stats, you’ll be in a better position for me to demand more.”

All of them?

“Uh, let me get back to you.” There were some coaches I didn’t agree with and GMs who were assholes and only saw players as money makers. Hell, I could be traded four times next year. I stretched my arm over my head and nodded at Tate as he walked to his truck. “Any word from Los Soles front office?”

“Nope.” He typed something out on his phone again before looking up at me with a frightening, shark-like expression with way too many teeth showing. “I’ll be there tomorrow. Can’t wait.” He pocketed the phone and whistled. “It’ll be interesting, that’s for sure. Stay out of trouble tonight, Brigham.”

He walked inside, leaving me confused and rattled without me pinpointing what felt off. He often came to games, talked to me outside the stadium, and his pure focus on making deals made him an asshole. Nothing was different, yet I felt different.

Maybe it was the way he talked about Sarah.

I rolled my shoulders, hoping it would rid me of the weird feeling, and got into my car to head home. I had played great against the East Coast team. Hitting three for four, three RBIs and one stolen base had all gotten me closer to my personal best. My defense had always been my strongest asset and nothing had changed on that front, thankfully. The inability to focus just on this season fucked with me. How could players do that? Play hard and not worry that after the season was over, they might not have a team? What if no team signed me and I was just in limbo, waiting for an offer? My throat got tight and I leaned back in my driver’s seat. What the fuck would I even do if baseball wasn’t an option?

No. Negative thinking would get me nowhere. My phone pinged and I hoped it was Sarah, but reading Charles’ text did offer some relief.

 

Charles: You’re going to be MLB’s player of the week. Fuck yeah, man.

 

Brigham: Hell yeah.

 

Okay, that was good news. Really good news. It lifted my spirits and I put on an upbeat punk rock song for the short drive to the condo. I parked in the garage and made my way toward the entrance, buzzing myself in since Fernie didn’t work past seven at night. My stomach fluttered and my chest felt light, thinking about seeing Sarah. It had become a routine to see her every day I was in town. Before games, after them, off days…she moved her schedule around so we could hang out and I already had a smile on my face imaging what she was wearing. I pushed the button for the elevator, but when it arrived, Sarah was already there holding Pico, a wild look on her face.

“Hey, woah, what’s happening?” I asked, my heart lurching in my throat at her expression.

“Pico! He’s sick or something. I need to take him to the emergency vet now!” She jogged past me and pulled out her phone. “I had an Uber on the way. Shit! They canceled!”

“Baby, come on. I’ll drive.” I put a hand on her back and jogged with her to the garage, up to the second floor and helped her get in with the dog. “You all good?”

“We’re buckled. Hurry, please,” she begged, her voice shaking at the end.

“Okay, where is this place?”

“Take a right on Van Buren, left on Third,” she said, petting the dog and whispering to him. “He started making this awful wheezing noise and he’s gasping for air like he can’t breathe. He was alone for a couple hours today, and if something happens to him…”

“You can’t think like that. I know it’s hard. But you don’t know yet. Focus on comforting him until we get there.” Hearing the panic and worry in her voice set something off inside me. I would do literally anything to help her. It didn’t matter how big or small or stupid the request could be. Making Sarah happy was important and, right now, I wished I could pick her up and fix everything. “Is he breathing now? Feel his ribs.”

“Yes. Way too fast, though.”

“Okay, almost there. There’s hardly any traffic.”

“I have a theory that all those snow-birds and visitors get the hell out of here for August, so traffic is good now. Thankfully. I also think we have such shitty drivers because everyone comes from somewhere else and brings their own rules of the road here, where it’s a hodgepodge,” she rambled, talking so fast she sounded like a car commercial. “Like, why do people not get over after they pass on the ten? It makes me bonkers mad.”

“Bonkers mad.” I laughed. “I like that expression.”

She let out a strangled laugh while I parked the car. She hopped out and ran toward the door, barely leaving me time to open it for her. “Thanks.”

“Of course.”

She went up to the counter and bit her lip when they asked to fill out paperwork. She looked at me and I held out my arms. “Be gentle with him.”

“I will, Blue.”

Pico trembled and stared at me with his big brown puppy dog eyes, and my god, he looked scared, and my own chest got tight. “It’s all right, little guy. You’ll be fine.” I ran my hand over his head and over his back. “You’re okay.”

Sarah led us to two gray plastic chairs and she filled out the information so fast, her handwriting was almost illegible. “He doing okay?”

“Shaking like a leaf.” I held him tighter against my chest and he rested his little head on me, and I almost melted inside. “Poor Pico.”

Sarah looked up from the forms and stared at me, lips parted and a slight blush to her cheeks. She was so damn pretty. She sucked in a breath, bit her lip and shook her head as she continued filling out the forms. “You would flirt with me here.”

“I would do no such thing. This is serious.”

“Brigham, you damn well know you’re a flirting machine.” She giggled and got the last page, signing a bunch of things before walking up to the counter. She returned and sat down so her entire body pressed against mine. She stroked Pico’s fur and kissed the top of his head. “He looks comfortable with you.”

“I think he is.” I stared down at her freckles and blue hair, and a crazy feeling took root in my gut. The notion that I would do anything for her, ever. She rested her head on my shoulder while petting Pico, her breath hitting my neck with each little sigh, and I needed to tell her this overwhelming feeling I had for her. “Listen, Blue—”

“Pico?” a vet tech said, pushing open the swinging door. “Pico?”

“Oh! Yes. Us.” She stood, took him from my arms and frowned. “Uh, do you…should you come back?”

“I’ll stay right here. You go.” I smiled, hoping to reassure her, and she nodded before disappearing with the tech. The girl wore simple shorts and a tank top. She never changed, and for some reason, that made me want her more.

 

* * * *

 

Two hours later, Sarah and Pico returned through the door, both wearing smiles. Pico had light back in his eyes and was wagging his tail so much his entire body moved with him. “He’s okay,” I said, standing from the uncomfortable chair and bending down to pet him. “Thank the lord.”

“They found a tiny piece of a bone in his throat that caused this entire thing. I don’t even know how or when he got one. I certainly never gave him a bone,” she said, yawning and making her way to the counter. “I need to check out and pay. Sorry you have to wait more.”

“Don’t apologize, Blue.” I continued petting Pico while she pulled a credit card from her phone. Six hundred dollars, for the visit, and while I knew she had money for the business, I wasn’t sure if she had enough to cover this. I tried to study her reaction for the payment, but nothing seemed tense, and I forced myself not to offer. She’d made it clear money could be an issue for us since we were so different, and I really wanted her to not think about anything that would push me away.

“Okay. All set. I’ll have to call Alexandre in the morning. That won’t be fun.” She stopped walking, paled and went all wide-eyed. “The event. Tomorrow. Oh my god. I have to start setting up in…seven hours!”

It was already one in the morning. “Let’s get you home, then, to rest.”

“I’ll be a mess tomorrow. But then again, it’s not like I would sleep well anyway, you know? My mind is a mess, but thank god Pico is okay. Thank you for taking us,” she said, her conversation bouncing all over the place. We got into the car and made the short drive back, Sarah lost in her own thoughts, and we walked together to let Pico pee on some rocks before heading inside. “Brigham,” she said once we got into the elevator.

“Blue Bell.” I couldn’t stop myself from smiling at her.

“What if tomorrow fails?”

The doors opened and as we walked down the hallway, I took her hand and kissed the back of it. “It won’t.”

“What if it does?”

“Let’s talk through it.” She let us into the apartment, greeting Cassie for a minute before setting her keys and the leash on the counter. “What makes you relax?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Nothing right now.”

“Are you tired? Do you want to lie down?”

“No. My mind is a hot-ass mess.” She groaned and fidgeted with everything. The napkin holder, the phone cord, the stack of sticky notes on the counter. “How do I calm down?”

“I can think of a few ways,” I said, not meaning to lower my voice. It just happened and she raised an eyebrow. “Wow, didn’t mean that.”

“Why not?”

Interesting. “It’s your world, baby. I’m just living in it. You tell me what you want.”

She sighed and shook her head. “Maybe a bath.”

“That’s a good idea. Want me to start one for you?”

“I want you to take one with me.” She walked into the master room, started the water and stripped down, all within a minute. Seeing her naked still did things to me, like make my mind go fuzzy, my dick go hard and my brain come up with all the ways I could try to keep her in my life. “You in?”

I bit my knuckle. “Duh.”

That made her laugh and I stripped down, too, waiting for the bath to fill before we slid into the hot water together. “My dick’s not hurting your back, is it?”

“Nope.” She lay completely against my chest, and while I was hard, I had no urgency to make this moment sexual. I kissed her temple and played with the ends of her hair before her muscles loosened. “What if no one comes and adopts the pets that need homes? I think that’s my fear. The shelter getting excited to find forever homes for these dogs and no one comes.”

“Okay, if that’s true, which it’s not”—I kissed her again—“you already raised money that you could donate to them. You could also buy food and toys for them.”

“True. Very true.”

“We are going to blast this out from our social media, baby, and while I know the sports world isn’t your thing, it is a lot of people’s thing. We’ll get people there. I know it, okay?”

“This is my first event, ever. After this, there is no going back. I think that’s part of my fear too. My business was always an idea, but this makes it real.” She wiggled against me and I hissed, forcing myself not to react. “The possibility of me failing is real too.”

“You’re right, but this is your dream. Mine was playing baseball. What if I didn’t try out or go to the minors out of fear of not making it? You have to try. If it doesn’t work out, you’ll know and figure out the next steps. But you gotta try, Blue. Your eyes get this spark when you talk about it and your voice gets all high and excited.”

She took a deep breath and relaxed more, her voice getting a little lower with sleep. “Will you sleep here tonight with me?”

“Anything you want.” I wrapped my arms around her again, the light feeling in my chest growing and growing, and I nuzzled her neck. She could ask me to move in with her and I would.

And that should’ve scared the shit out of me. But it didn’t.  


Chapter Nineteen

Sarah

 

Showtime.

Megan handed me my third cup of coffee as the final touches for the event took place. Ethan manned the tent where donations could be dropped off in person or electronically, Megan would float between taking pictures of the event and running the photobooth, and I would go between Paws Inc’s tent and Los Soles, talking to people and encouraging them to visit the dogs. Paws Inc had brought twenty rescues that were ready to be adopted that day. And I couldn’t stop staring at the twenty little faces looking up at me from their fenced-in areas. “God, he’s cute,” I said, bending down to see a part-chihuahua mix. “Walden is his name?”

“Yup. Been here with us for a year.”

“What a rascal,” I said, watching him try to play with another small dog in the pen. “How do you not take all of them home?” I asked Clara, the woman I had been communicating with.

“Ha, yeah, I have four dogs. My husband would leave me if I brought one more. That keeps me at bay for a while.” She organized the clipboards with information for people to fill out if they wanted to take a dog home. “This event is wonderful, Sarah. Thank you so much for thinking of us. It really gets me emotional, seeing this much attention to the adopt-not-shop campaign.”

“You’re welcome. This is a huge passion of mine and I’m happy to help. I’m wondering if you and I, maybe another shelter, could do a once-a-year event like this? Like, every summer or fall, we team up, make a big event of it.”

“I like your thinking. Yes. Let’s not lose touch after this.”

I nodded and adjusted the radio on my hip. Megan’d had the brilliant idea of purchasing them, mapping out how we could use them here and at the business. “Ethan, you ready to go?” I asked.

“Eagle. My radio name is Eagle. And yes.”

I scoffed and frowned. The misters weren’t turned on and it was going to be a scorcher. I walked toward the line where the hoses connected and almost hit my forehead with a loud doh. It wasn’t turned on. Problem solved.

“Um, this looks incredible,” Fiona, Brigham’s beautiful blonde friend, said. “Sarah, this kicks ass.”

“Thank you.” My ears warmed and I was glad the misters started working. “Glad you could join us.”

She put her hands on her hips, looked around the set up and nodded a few times. “Very impressed, that’s for sure.”

I wiped the moisture on my black tank top. The event wasn’t opening for another thirty minutes and everything seemed to be in place. My heart about burst in my chest at how happy and proud I was. This was me doing it. Yes, the fear lingered, but Brigham’s advice meant a lot. I had to try. If I failed, I’d make a new plan, but I couldn’t stop trying. With a big exhale, I took a couple of pictures of the event on my phone before putting it in my pocket. Brigham arrived with his teammates. He wore a black hat, a Soles T-shirt and shorts, and my heart skipped a beat when he looked over at me and smiled.

How this guy could like me…it didn’t make sense, but I didn’t care. I started walking toward him, and his grin grew. “Blue Bell. Holy shit. This looks amazing.” He bent down and put a hand on my shoulder, leaning in for a long kiss. “And you were worried.”

“Still am, a bit,” I admitted, blushing when he rubbed my neck. Waking up next to him that morning had been a special sort of torture, because I didn’t have time to enjoy his body. “Why are you smirking like that?”

“Because I am proud of you.” He scrunched his nose and pulled something out of his back pocket. “I did something.”

“Uh, what?”

“It’s not great, but I stole the logo you had and got it printed on a T-shirt. It’s not fancy, but I figured you should rep your business here, you know?” He held out a small black shirt with Blue Bells Boarding written on it with the logo of a paw and heart mixed together. “What do you think?”

My throat got real tight and I launched myself onto him, wrapping my arms around his neck, not caring that people could see us. “I love it. Oh my god.”

“Yeah?” He held me tight against him and slid me down his hard body. “I wasn’t expecting that reaction.”

“I didn’t even think to get T-shirts. Damn. I wish I had more!” I put it on over my tank, maneuvered in a way so that I could take off the tank top without flashing anyone. “How does it look?”

“A bit big.”

I tied the shirt to one side on my hip, exposing a little skin, and Brigham’s grin widened. “Better?”

“Yes.” He scrunched his nose and laid his hand over the back of his neck. “Is it okay if me and the guys wear one too? You can say no if you’re not comfortable.”

“Wait! You have more of these?” I asked, my voice rising.

“Yup.”

“Hell yeah. Pass them out like candy. Wear them. Wear the shit out of them!” I jumped up and down a bit, and Gideon and Bummy smiled in our direction. “Take off your shirts now,” I yelled, causing them to raise their eyebrows. My face blushed. “Shit, I meant, wear the logo! I love them!”

They laughed and Brigham tossed them each a matching shirt to mine. Seeing them wearing the logo to my business sent a thrill I couldn’t even name through me. I had never experienced so much joy in my life and it was intoxicating. My brain spun, partially because of the shirts and lack of sleep, but also because I was so happy. My parents had made it sound like not going to school meant my life would be hard and an uphill battle, but…this was beyond any expectation I’d had. My eyes watered and Brigham frowned, leaning closer to me. “What’s wrong? What can I do?”

“Ugh, you’re too much.” I sniffed and wiped my eyes. “I’m overwhelmed with good feelings. I’m not programmed to enjoy it—I question them and for the first time… I’m not. It’s a lot.”

“You deserve all the good feelings.” He narrowed his eyes and waited until I looked up at him. “Make sure you take a moment to enjoy this day, okay? I know we have our assignments and locations, but I will find you and force your ass to sit and enjoy.”

“You sound a little sexy when you get bossy,” I replied, loving how he took care of me. “Dating you is kinda nice.”

“Kinda?”

“Yup. Just kinda,” I teased, drunk on giddiness. Ethan called me over to the table and I held up one finger to him. “I cannot thank you enough for your help with this, Brigham. Seriously.”

“You’re welcome, BB.” He bent down, pressed a soft kiss on my mouth and pointed toward Ethan. “Go get to work.”

I squeezed his butt before taking off toward the tent. Ethan and I went over all the different forms and ways people could donate, and soon enough, it started.

 

* * * *

 

Three hours later, there wasn’t a single puppy left and my feet hurt so much from walking that I had to sit when my parents strode toward me. “Uh, hi?”

“Sarah, this is incredible.” My dad looked around and had a hint of a smile on his face. “Did we miss most of it?”

“We’re about to start clean-up soon.” I massaged my calf muscle and winced at the dull ache. For the most unathletic human on the planet, today had tested my strength. “I’m so happy you could make it.”

My dad’s smile reached his eyes that time and my mom looked nervous. Interesting. I stood and pointed at various locations, giving them the low-down of each station. Ethan and Megan waved at them, and my mom looked down at my shirt. “You have a design for the business?”

“Yes.” I grinned, hard. “Brigham surprised me and got them printed for today. I have the logo for social media and the website, but this is the first merchandise with the name. With the donations and those interested, Ethan projected that we can buy the place now.”

“Wow, Sarah.” My mom blinked a lot and took a deep breath. “I think it just hit me that you’re growing up.”

“Better late than never, I guess,” I said, lightening the leftover tension from the previous week. “I need to touch base with the shelter. Walk around. Talk to Ethan. Explore before it all gets picked up.”

They nodded, and I didn’t have the gross feeling in my gut talking to them. The day was a success, and I didn’t care if they liked it or not. That revelation meant everything. Clara loaded the last box she had into her van, walked toward me, arms spread wide, and gave me a huge hug. “Oh, Sarah. This was amazing. We got so many donations. Enough to feed the rascals for a year!”

I squeezed her back. “I’m so happy. And all the puppies were taken!”

“Yes. It always guts me seeing them leave, but knowing they get their homes now…ugh.” She sniffed and gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Thank you so much. I’m excited for you.”

“No, thank you! You brought the pups, and honestly that’s why people even show up.”

She reached over and squeezed my forearm. “Seriously, thank you. I’m gonna head back and take the funds to the bank, but stay in touch, Sarah. For real.”

“You got it.”

She drove off and I barely took another step before I was lifted off the ground. “Hey!” I yelled, kicking my feet until Brigham set me down with a huge smile. “Was the swing really necessary?”

“Yes.” He kept his hands on me and dipped his head low, capturing my mouth in a kiss that sent tingles down my spine. “I’m fucking proud of you.”

“Yeah,” I said, blushing and boasting at the same time. “I’m proud of myself.”

“That’s sexy. You being all confident and shit. It works for me.” He wiggled his eyebrows before his expression softened. “Your parents came, too?”

“Looks like it.”

“Come on, let’s go talk.” He slid an arm around my shoulders, holding my hand, and led the way. “That took guts for them to come. It might not seem like it, but it’s an olive branch.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay.” I leaned into him, walking over to find my parents talking to Megan and Ethan. The situation hit me. My best friends, my parents and Brigham. My worlds were colliding, and instead of freaking out or panicking, I loved it. Sure, I was mad at my parents a bit, but I loved them. All the people I loved, talking and celebrating a huge, successful day for me.

Loved.

Wait.

My pulse skyrocketed and I stared at Brigham’s profile as he talked with Ethan. Brigham Monaghan, baseball guy who was in the middle of a drug investigation, who had a heart of gold and was patient and kind. I love him. That’s what this is.

While the moment was simple, just a group of us talking, it felt monumental. The feeling was new and gripped me tight, overwhelming my senses and thoughts. Loving Brigham was easy and happened so quickly, it should’ve scared me. But the second that thought entered my mind, he reached over and took my hand in his, rubbing his thumb gently over my skin and looking at me with so much tenderness, I knew in my bones that he had some feelings for me too.

Possibly love. At least a strong like.

I grinned, drunk from the event, from Brigham and the direction my life was taking. I refused to let anything ruin this moment, even when Brigham’s phone went off and his eyebrows drew together in a frown. “I gotta take this—be right back, Blue Bell.”

 


Chapter Twenty

Brigham

 

Seeing my lawyer’s name pop up on my phone was like a blast of freezing air down my body. Her calls brought on a bout of anxiety that sent me into a nervous frenzy. I paced the grassy area off to the right of the event and took a deep breath. “Hey, Wynona.”

“Brigham, got good news and bad news.”

“All right.” I gritted my teeth and looked at the mountains in the distance. Phoenix was my home. The heat, smells, colors, the people. I took a calming breath and focused on the way the blue sky seemed endless here. “Don’t care what you say first.”

“Good news first. The officer’s daughter got caught up in some other drug situation and her word is now shit. I’m hoping to strike a deal with the county to drop the drug charges completely. It’ll be her word now against yours.”

“God, that would be fucking great if it was done with.”

“Right?” she asked, taking a loud sip of something. “Bad news, though, they refuse to drop resisting arrest.”

“What about the bribing an officer bullshit?”

“They aren’t backing down that it’s legit, but I’m not worried about that. This charge though, resisting arrest, they are leaning to make it a felony. That could be jail time if they go that route instead of a misdemeanor.” She sucked in a breath. “There has been a push to make an example of the hotheaded athletes who do cross the line and use their power to abuse the system.”

Jail time. Jail time.

Jail time.

“Hm?” I said, my stomach turning over inside to the point the heat felt stifling. I could throw up. “Jail?”

“It’s a slight chance, Brigham. If they can prove, without a doubt, that you did try to hurt or threaten an officer…it won’t be good.”

“I didn’t fucking do that.” I ground my teeth again and Sarah’s laughter caught my attention. God, our life were total opposites right now. Hers was on a high, mine at a low. She met my eyes and stilled, her pretty face contorting to concern, and I positioned myself so my back was to her. I was selfish enough thinking I could keep my mess away from her, but I would never forgive myself if I took a moment of joy away from her during her event. “What are the next steps? Do we go to court?”

“I’ll see what the prosecutor says. I’m calling them tomorrow. I don’t think you’ll have to do time. They might want a plea deal.”

“You think I should plead guilty to bullshit charges?”

“I think we wait and see what happens first.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose as anger rolled over me, clouding my mood and making every muscle tighten to the point of pain. If I pled guilty, that would be forever. Felony? Fuck no. There was no way Los Soles’ owner would want me around. They prided themselves on being role models. I could hit .700 and still get the boot if I got charged with a felony. But jail time? I gulped and tried to swallow, but it got stuck in the back of my throat. “Keep me posted.”

“Will do. I’m hoping this will come to an end soon, Brigham.”

Me too, I thought, hanging up the phone and giving myself thirty seconds to shove all thoughts of this, my life, the what-ifs, deep down so Sarah wouldn’t see. My gut churned and my mind raced at everything I could lose. It was fucking hard not to imagine myself in jail, not playing baseball again. A final numbness took over. Karma had a weird way of working out and I was a dumbass, an asshole party-boy who’d taken it too far one too many times, and this was life’s way of balancing that out.

Acceptance was a real bitch and the uneasy realization made one thing very clear.

Sarah Bell had no place in my life.

Not when hers was just starting. If I got convicted…she couldn’t be associated with me. A dude who could be in jail. Fuck. My breathing got heavier and the weight on my chest felt like a car pressed against my beating heart. My jaw tightened and I masked my face. This is about her. Sarah.

“Brigham?” she asked, walking closer to me, and it took every part of my body to look relaxed. I slouched a shoulder and turned with a smile. “Hey, what happened?”

“Lawyer call. Nothing new,” I said, reaching for her and pulling her into a hug. “Enough of that. Let’s talk you, superstar.”

Her face flushed and it was then I noticed the sunburn on her shoulders. It looked wrong on her smooth white skin, and the image of it bothered me. I reached over and trailed a finger on it. “We need to get you out of the sun.”

She hissed and looked down. “Damn. I put on a ton of sunscreen.” She shook her head and looked up at me with so much hope, tenderness and trust that it was enough to make me almost get sick. “You’re frowning, Brigham.”

“Just tired.”

“Ugh, my fault.” She leaned forward to rest her forehead on my chest. “Sorry.”

“No, don’t apologize. I’m glad I was there with you.” God, my chest fucking hurt, having her in my arms and knowing there was a timer ticking down until I had to say goodbye to her. “Come on. Is there anything I can help you with, or can we head out?”

“Uh, well.” She looked around and chewed on her bottom lip. “It’s picked up. The tent guys will come later today to take them down, and they were already paid. I think… I think I can leave.”

“We have a lot to celebrate, Blue Bell.”

“Yes, yes we do.” She softened her gaze, letting it fall from my eyes to my mouth. My breath hitched in my throat when she reached for my hand and intertwined our fingers. “You have been the best surprise. I feel lucky.”

Fake it. Fake it, don’t ruin this.

“Baby, I feel lucky.”

She hummed and we said goodbye to her parents—her dad smiling at me while her mom glared—and Sarah made promises to hang out with Megan and Ethan the next day. She wanted to go home and stuff her face, drink champagne and pass out. I couldn’t blame her. The event had been successful because of her and she should celebrate it. Gideon and Bummy joined us with huge grins and the logo shirt, and Sarah blushed.

“Thank you both so much. Look at all the free press I got!”

“Yeah, with bodies like that, everyone noticed,” Megan said, not hiding her clear ogling of them. “Seriously. Best press ever.”

Sarah giggled and held out her hand to my teammates. They snorted and gave me a weird look before shaking it. “I want to thank you both for being here on a day off. Seems like you don’t get a lot of them, so this is wonderful. And the donations…” She cleared her throat of emotions and looked all of us in the eye. “There aren’t enough words to thank you for it, so I figured we could hang your jerseys in the shop or something. Name a dog after you. I don’t know yet.”

“Please name a dog after me. That is a dream,” Bummy said, grinning real wide. “Let me know if you do. Michelle will be jealous.”

“Yeah, Fiona has been wanting a dog, too.” Gideon narrowed his eyes at her. “Let me know, or Brigs, when you have dogs available. I’ll be the first one to adopt.”

“Oh!” Sarah said before throwing her arms around Gideon in a huge hug. He looked stiff before awkwardly patting her on the back. “Sorry. This is just… You sports guys are nicer than I assumed. It’s wonderful.”

“Happy to help.” Gideon cleared his throat, jutted his chin to his car and waved. “I gotta go.”

“Sorry for the hug. It exploded out of me.”

“No worries. Take care, all.” He left, Bummy following him with a quick goodbye, and that meant the four of us remained.

“Get drunk and be stupid. I’m going to shower for an hour and sleep for a week,” Megan said, before pulling Sarah into a hug for a full minute. “I love you. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, Megs.”

They broke apart and the siblings left, leaving me and Sarah the last ones there, and she put her arms in the air and twirled for a second. “I’m so happy I could just pass out.”

“I wouldn’t recommend that,” I said, amused at her giddiness. “At least get back to the apartment before you do.”

“True.” She laughed and smacked her forehead. “Uh, did I tell you that Fernie stopped by?”

“Wait, what?”

“Yeah! He donated some money and told me I wasn’t a total menace. I almost hugged him, too.” She practically skipped on the walk to my car as I digested her words, solidifying what I already knew. She was special. So kind and selfless that she got the damn curmudgeon to attend the event on his day off. I could only stare at her curved lips and reddened cheeks, the way her eyes were a lighter blue than normal and how her logo stretched across her chest. “Why are you looking at me like that, bud?”

“Bud?” I said, getting into the driver’s seat to start the drive back to the condo. “I am not a bud.”

“Not in the way I’m thinking about you right now.”

“Oh, do tell,” I said, hating myself more than I ever had. I shouldn’t lead her on. It would be easier to end it. Cut her out of my life so she could move on—I would be forced to if I went to jail.

God, I was an asshole. But she licked her lips and reached over to run a hand on my chest, teasing and tickling me to the point I started to get hard. “Blue Bell, I’m driving. Safety first.”

“You’re no fun.”

“I am tons of fun. The funnest.”

She made a raspberry with her lips and hit my arm, leaning against the window and humming some old rock song. She was all smiles and sunburn, happiness and home. I shook my head and swallowed, telling myself to enjoy the night. I couldn’t take today away from her. But tomorrow…the next day… I had to end it.

“You are never quiet this long, baseball boy—should I be worried?” she asked, lines that weren’t there before appearing around her forehead. God, I was making her worry—the last thing I wanted to do.

“Of course not,” I lied, taking her hand and kissing the back of it. “Just thinking about you.”

“All good things or weird things, obviously.”

“Obviously.” I sighed and the pressure on my chest grew the entire drive. It remained when we parked and walked into our building, went up the elevator, and when she pulled me into the condo. She poked me in the side, causing me to yelp. “Hey!”

“You’re grumpy right now. Why? Was it the phone call?” She frowned and pulled out a bottle of champagne and two glasses. She narrowed her eyes at me and grabbed a sports drink from the fridge. “I got you red flavor.”

“Red isn’t a flavor, but I appreciate the gesture.” I leaned my hip against the counter and watched her pour the drinks, my heart in my throat, finalizing my plans. Today was about her. Whatever she wanted. Tomorrow, I’d have to figure out what to do. Knowing that was the plan, I relaxed and held up my red fluid to her champagne. “To Blue Bells Boarding, to you, and to all the dogs you’ll get to rescue.”

“Yes!” she said, downing the glass in one large sip. “More!”

I refilled her glass this time and took note of everything she did. The way she let her teeth graze the side of her bottom lip, the way her pretty blue eyes stared at me with affection, the way her breathing picked up when I lowered my face to hers. I pressed my lips to her mouth, trying to communicate without words the storm raging inside me, and she tilted her head back, making the kiss deeper. More passionate. She moaned, threaded her fingers through my hair and set her glass down on the counter before gripping my collar.

“Off,” she demanded, taking the end of my shirt and yanking it over my head. She stared at my chest, face flushed, eyes heavy, lips moist. “God, you’re the sexiest person. You make my skin feel like it’s on fire.”

“Mm, I like hearing you say that.” I jumped when she trailed her hands lower down my stomach, exploring and touching before getting to my shorts. “Blue Bell…” I stopped her, hating the uncertainty in her eyes. “I should be worshipping you tonight, not the other way around.”

“But…” She frowned, looking down at my stiffening cock. “I want it all.”

“All?”

“Yes, Brigham.” She stood tall, leveled her gaze with me and spoke in the most serious tone I had ever heard. “I want to feel you inside me. I want it…all. All the bases.”

 


Chapter Twenty-One

Sarah

 

His licked his lips and lowered his eyes, his breath coming out in short pants. “Sarah.”

God, the way he said my name made my entire body go weak. My knees shook, something hot and tight formed low in my stomach and it felt like all the air left the room—the only way to breathe was to be with him. I couldn’t touch enough of him. I grabbed everything on his chest, his shoulders, his arms. He cupped the back of my head and kissed me deeply, letting out a guttural groan that made me tremble.

“Mm, Blue Bell.” He picked me up, wrapped my legs around him and dug his nails into my ass. Everything about him was hard—his grip, his pecs, his body—but his kiss was soft and warm and slow. He took his time, tasting me, letting me savor every second. I pressed into him more, not able to get as close as I wanted. I rocked against him and he groaned. “Shit,” he said into my mouth, sucking my tongue, causing a burst of lust through me.

He slammed my back into the wall, pressing his length into me. He pinned me with his hips and used a free hand to take my shirt off. He tossed it to the side before dipping low and kissing along my neck, my shoulder and sliding my bra straps to the side. He cupped one of my breasts before taking a nipple into his mouth, sucking until the sensation overwhelmed me. “So fucking sexy.”

“More,” I demanded.

He obliged. Smart man. We made it to the bedroom, where he got me out of my shorts and underwear in one move before parting my legs and licking me from my thighs to my throat. “I can’t get enough of you.”

I almost purred at that point. He took my hands in his and shoved them over my head, kissing and teasing every part of my body with his mouth. My hunger for him grew and grew to the point it throbbed between my legs. “Brigham, please.”

“Oh, baby, the number of times I’ve fantasized you this way.” He kept me pinned down and reached between my legs, probing me with two fingers. “I want all fucking night with you, but I need to be sure you’re ready.”

“I’m ready,” I panted, arching my back so his fingers entered me. He found the perfect rhythm, sliding in and out with the right pressure. The orgasm hit fast, building in my lower stomach and spreading to each individual finger, making my vision blur as everything trembled. “Oh shit.”

He laughed and kissed me, putting his full weight on top of me and barely letting me catch my breath before grinding into me. Nothing separated his bulging cock from entering me besides his shorts, and aggressive anticipation made my voice disappear. The need, the want, the love I had for him made me speechless. “Sarah, baby, I-I need to feel you.”

The tremor in his voice made my stomach swoop. “Yes. Me too.”

He stilled, his face grimacing as he lifted himself off me. “I don’t have a fucking condom.”

“I do. I do!” I bolted up and opened the little drawer on the table next to the bed. A small, unopened box sat there and I held it up, squealing like a maniac. “We’re okay!”

“You buy these thinking about me?” he asked, his tone dangerously low. “Please say yes.”

“Duh.”

He smiled, and the simple gesture had me more exposed than any other experience in my life. He never once made me feel weird or odd—he built me up and was tender and patient. My heart beat the words I love you over and over, but I slammed my lips shut.

His expression changed to a frown, and he reached over and cupped my face. “Hey, we don’t to do this if you aren’t ready.”

“No.” I leaned into his palm. “I want this.” I gulped. “You are the most wonderful man.”

He blinked before bringing my face to his. When he kissed me this time, the urgency and hunger was gone. This one was loving. The slow stroke of his tongue, the gentle way he placed me back on the bed, the soft touches along my collarbone. He lifted his head and stared down at me with unfiltered, beautiful brown eyes. “Thank you.”

“Why are you thanking me?” I asked, running my fingers through his hair. It was my favorite thing to do, because it was so thick and he always let out a little hum of pleasure.

“For letting me experience this with you.” He moved to grab the condom, but dropped it twice. “Shit, I’m nervous.”

God, if I hadn’t loved him before, I did now. That little admittance solidified that there would never be room for anyone else but him in my heart. “Why are you nervous?”

He ripped it open and put it on before positioning himself over me, putting his weight on his arms. “I want this to be perfect for you.”

“Brigham, everything I’ve experienced with you has been perfect.” I trembled when he lowered himself and thrust his hips so his tip teased me. He held eye contact before he pushed and slid partially into me.

It hurt, at first.

“Sarah,” he said, dropping his head onto my shoulder as his body shook. He made the final push so he was inside me, filling me and stretching me. He pressed a kiss to my neck and started thrusting slowly. “Jesus, this is… Baby.” He gripped my ass hard and groaned the sexiest sound into my ear.

“Wow.”

He paused, lifted his head up and stared at me. “Good wow?”

“The best wow.” I wiggled my eyebrows at him and ran my hand over his jaw. “It’s better than I imagined, ever.”

“Good.” He kissed me, matching the pace to the way he moved in and out of me. I adjusted to his size and gasped when he lifted one of my legs back, so my knee went to his shoulder. “Fuck,” he moaned, never breaking eye contact when he changed our position. “I don’t…I don’t think I can last long.”

“It’s okay.” I arched my hips and my eyes almost rolled into the back of my head at the sensations. The smell of his cologne and his sweat combined into a sexy musk, and it was intoxicating. Because it was him. All of him.

“Sarah,” he warned before grabbing my ass harder and pumping into me four final times. He let out a long, strangled groan before pinning me with his intense, worried eyes. “Shit, you didn’t come. Are you okay?” He scanned my face and chest before sliding out of me and wincing. “I’m so sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to come that fast. Honestly, I’ve been thinking about this for so long, I had zero control.”

“I’m okay.” I grinned, biting down on my lip. “I liked how you felt in…inside me.”

He got up and tossed the condom into the small trashcan, and it was embarrassing how cold I felt with his absence.

His eyebrows were set in determination and he huffed before sitting on the bed next to me. “I read that it can be hard to orgasm your first time. I was hoping that wasn’t the case, but I’m really sorry I disappointed you.”

“Brigham, no.” I pressed my lips together to stop myself from smiling. “You didn’t disappoint me.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“No.” I sat up so I could face him, but chose to straddle him from behind. I kissed the center of his back and he reached around to caress my thighs. “It felt amazing to have all of you inside me.”

“God, what’s wrong with me?” He spun around, pinned me to the mattress and stared at me with an unreadable expression. “I take your virginity, and you’re reassuring me. I don’t like this picture.”

“What’s a picture you would like?”

“You coming around my cock. You passed out because you’re so satisfied. You begging me to go deeper into you so you can’t see straight.” His nostrils flared and he stared at my rising chest. “Am I turning you on with all this talk, Sarah?”

“Yes.” My breathing came in pants now. “All of those sound g-great.”

“Is my girl eager to try again?”

My girl.

“Yes.”

“I’m going to spend some time eating your pussy, then we’ll have another go. Any complaints?”

I barely shook my head no before he kneeled on the ground and stayed true to his word.

 

* * * *

 

Waking up sore typically meant I’d done something stupid, like trip or dancing too hard. But this kind of sore? The ache between my legs? God, it was wonderful. I squinted at the clock and saw that it was just after eight in the morning, and that Brigham’s big, strong leg rested across my body, pinning me down.

The beast of a man liked to sleep-cuddle, and it charmed the hell out of me. I angled my head to the side and stared at his sleeping face. The perfect eyelashes. The lock of brown hair dangling from his forehead. The strong nose and full lips.

He opened his eyes. Busted. “Watching me sleep, Blue?”

My face burned. “You left me no choice. Your leg is trapping me.”

“Uh-huh.” He yawned and pulled me on top of him so I could look down at his handsome face. “I like waking up to you.”

“Me too.” Melt. Swoon. “Even though you sleep-cuddle.”

“I do not.” He rolled his eyes and tickled my side, causing me to wiggle against him, and I became very aware that we were both still naked. The playful glint in his eyes shifted and my nipples hardened. He noticed. “You are the sleep cuddler.”

“False.” I wiggled again, feeling his shaft pressed against my ass. “I don’t move when I sleep. I wake up in the same position I go to bed.”

“Liar.” He arched his hips just enough for me to gasp. He licked his bottom lip and trailed his fingers from my waist to the side of my boobs. “How are you feeling, baby? Sore?”

“A bit. But it’s a good sore.” I sucked in a breath when he teased my nipples, just barely touching them enough for me to buck. “How are you?”

“Really, really fucking good.” He sat up so our faces were a breath apart. “I love seeing you like this.”

“Like what?” I asked, my heart skipping a beat.

“Happy and naked and free. It makes me think things I shouldn’t be thinking.” He reached over for a condom and arched one eyebrow. “Like the fact that I should let you rest right now.”

“Don’t wanna rest.” I took the packet and ripped it open, sliding it on his impressive morning wood. “Not when I have you here with me.”

His answering smile was all I needed. I lowered myself onto him, wincing when he entered me. “Baby, we don’t—”

“Shh.” I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and embraced his length. God, he was big. He guided my hips to rock with him, and the expression on his face was almost too much. Slack jaw, parted lips, swirling eyes.

“Sarah…” He groaned, pulling me down and kissing the hell out of me. “Never been like this before,” he said, his voice getting husky and low. “Never.”

His words fueled me. The soreness shifted to pleasure the more we went. I found a pace that felt natural and sent tingles down my spine. He slipped his hands between my thighs and gave me the needed pressure on my clit to send me over the edge and orgasm did I ever. Holy shit. My body convulsed from the pleasure. I lost all sense of time as I rode the high and fell onto his chest, panting and sweating. “Brigham…woah.”

He grunted and gripped my hips as he arched his back, his leg muscles tensing before he too came loudly. His hands dug into my skin and I couldn’t think of any reason why we should ever leave this bed. Ever. “Fuck, Sarah.” He set me down next to him, his chest rising fast as he caught his breath. But he didn’t let me recover alone. He intertwined our fingers while we lay there, caught up in a bliss I didn’t know existed. He removed the condom and joined me on the bed, pulling me into his side and kissing me. “Thank you,” he whispered, barely audible.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

Brigham

 

I would surely be sent to hell. Sarah felt so fucking good against me, her little breaths tickling my arm, and I refused to move. I trailed my fingers over her shoulder, and after my heart slowed down, I turned onto my side and sighed. “You look good with the just-fucked hair.”

“I knew it.” She closed her eyes and gave me a drunk, sleepy look. “Is sex always like this? Wait—don’t answer that.” She shook her head and cringed, and I chuckled before moving my hand to her hip.

“Honestly? No.”

She peeked one eye open and ran her tongue over her bottom lip. “Don’t tease me right now, Brigham. I’ve had a lot of orgasms and my brain is fluffy.”

“Not teasing.” God, this woman is perfect. My smile hurt my face, watching her cute expressions. The worry lines on her face disappeared when I kissed her collarbone. “It changes when there are feelings and trust involved.”

“Huh.”

“Why ‘huh’?” I asked, obsessed with her freckles and how her teeth weren’t perfectly straight. It made her features better, somehow, and I swallowed down the guilt of not telling her about the trial.

“Just thinking about my sex life.”

“With me, right?” I teased, but also needed her to confirm her statement for reasons that had anything to do with jealously. Right.

She giggled and met my gaze. “No, actually.”

“Sarah. What?”

She laughed harder and ran her fingers over my chest with a dazed look. “I always wondered why I waited. It wasn’t because I’m a prude. I’m not. It wasn’t because I didn’t try to put myself out there or anything, because I did. I think…sex, this physical stuff—I need trust there.”

“No regrets, right?”

“Obviously, you beautiful buffoon.” She leaned over and kissed me. “It was…awesome. I’m mad I waited so long to experience that, but that’s where you come in. I don’t think it would’ve been as profound if it wasn’t you.”

Tell her. Don’t be a huge asshole.

“I have something I need to talk to you about,” I said, my voice getting tight and my throat closing up like I’d run three miles without water. Her entire body stiffened and the happiness in her eyes faded. “Want to shower before we talk?”

“No, Brigham.” She sat up, naked and beautiful, and bit her lip as uncertainty crossed her face. “You don’t regret this, right?”

“Baby, last night, this morning, hell, yesterday too. Best twenty-four hours of my life.” I pulled her onto my lap so our skin touched. It comforted me to feel her warmth. “So get any ideas like that out of your blue-haired head.”

She blushed. “Okay, well, when you put it like that.”

“Yeah.” I tilted her chin up, kissed her softly because I was selfish and wanted another kiss without my future hanging over us. She smiled against my mouth before putting a hand on my chest and pushing. “Hey.”

“You cannot tell a human they need to talk before distracting said human with kissing. Speak your piece, Monaghan.”

“Right.” I sighed and my stomach twisted to the point it hurt. “The call I got yesterday…if the prosecutor wants to charge me with a felony, there is a chance I could go to jail for resisting arrest. I wasn’t going to tell you. At least, not yesterday.”

“I knew it.” She hit my shoulder and slammed her lips together in a hard frown. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because yesterday was about you. Your future, your dream. I didn’t want to spoil it.” I waited, tried reading her face and only took a calming breath when her expression softened.

“You are the sweetest man. Idiotic, sure, but sweet. If we’re together, like I think we are, then we should share that stuff.” She repositioned herself so she straddled me, both of us naked and sweaty, but I needed her touch. “Okay, so when would you find out?”

“When my lawyer calls. They might want to do a plea deal, which, if I accept, there is a chance Los Soles could trade me or drop me.”

“That’s the last thing you want, right?”

“Correct.” My jaw hurt as I ground my teeth, avoiding telling her the truth of it all. “I was going to end things with you.”

She blinked and pressed her lips together for a few seconds before narrowing her eyes at me with a bit of pride. “Because…you didn’t want me to be a part of that? Because you thought I would end it if you left? I think I understand your intentions, but I’d like to hear them anyway.”

Relief was a form of ecstasy. For a minute, I thought she would slap me or end it because of my shitshow life. But she didn’t. Not Sarah Blue, with her positive outlook and trusting nature. I crushed her against me in a hug. “Thank you. Fuck, I-I don’t deserve you. I really don’t.”

“We’ll see. Now talk.”

“Your life is just getting started. The business launch and opening, you going for your dream. Mine could be ending. If I’m traded, or let go, or in fucking jail, the last thing you need is me bringing you down. It’s asking too much of you to put in effort with me when it should go toward your business.”

“Admirable, yes. But, for the record, if we are going to continue this—which I would like very much—don’t make decisions for me.” She pursed her lips and arched one eyebrow, daring me to argue. I wouldn’t. I could show signs of intelligence sometimes. I nodded and took her hand again.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“So what does this mean? A lot has happened in the past twenty-four hours. A hell of a lot.”

“True.” I swallowed. “I don’t know. I know I don’t want to walk away from you, from this, because it’s the happiest I’ve been in a long time. But if I get charged…” My hands shook a bit and Sarah’s jaw tightened. “We can talk about it then.”

“I know this is easier said than done and I’m the queen of not leading by example, but let’s try not to worry about this stuff until it happens. What if the place I want more than air isn’t available anymore? What if my business goes bankrupt and I have to move in with my parents? What if it catches fire? What if I fail? All we can do is keep pushing forward. Like you are. Play your baseball and keep fighting.”

Play my baseball. “God, you’re the fucking cutest.” I stood and picked her up, carrying her to the bathroom. “We’re going to shower and I’m going to spend a lot of time cleaning your tits, then I want to hear about this place you’re looking at. Okay?”

She blushed and buried her face into my neck. “Okay.”

 

* * * *

 

The next day, Sarah paced the living room in her super-short denim shorts and a pale blue tank top, with two dogs following her every move. I could only smile at the picture she made—hair still wet but pulled up, and red cheeks from her constant blush. I adored her. She met my eyes, winked and went back to the call with her relator. “So if I tour tomorrow and like it, they want to wait until November to close? It’s August!”

She groaned and plopped onto the couch, crossing her legs only to get up again. “Fine. Yeah. That works. I’ll see you next weekend and we can talk next steps. Thanks, Mel.” She hung up and quickly jotted something down on her planner. “I get to see it tomorrow.”

“You sound confident it’s the right location.”

“It is. Look.” She moved the chair to sit closer to me and fired up her laptop. “It has an entire upper floor that could be my living facilities. Downstairs has four bedrooms that can fit kennels and the main room, obviously for reception, then this mudroom can be transformed into a grooming station.”

“And the back yard?”

“Oh, baby. It’s huge! And has a ton of trees for shade.” She clicked a couple of pictures and got to the back. “I’d need a doggy pool, though. It gets too hot for them to be outside without water.”

“You sounded frustrated on the phone though. Why is November bad?” I asked, watching her slim fingers hit the track pad a few times. She clicked her tongue before groaning.

“I’m done here in September. That means October and part of November, I’ll have to find somewhere to live. Don’t want to go to my parents, that’s for damn sure. Megan would probably let me bunk there for five or six weeks, though.” She nodded. “Yeah, I just talked myself into it.”

“Stay with me.” The words flowed out of me, like I’d been waiting for the right moment to say it. I didn’t hesitate or have a single regret. “You love the building, and Fernie.”

“Do you really mean it?” she asked, eyes wide and chest moving faster. “This is a big step. I’ve never lived with a guy. You know, besides my dad.” She blinked a lot and looked at my forehead, rather than my eyes. “What if it’s weird?”

“What if it’s not?” I put my arm around her shoulder and squeezed. “My sister and I were close and I didn’t drive her too crazy growing up. So if you’re worried about being messy, don’t worry.”

“Not worrying about that.”

“Then what?”

“What if we decide to end this? What if…I don’t know, you’re traded? There’s a lot that could happen!” She pushed out from the chair and put her hands on her slim waist.

“What if I stay and get to see you every morning? What if we can to wake up together all the time? I don’t see a downside.”

“And if things go south?”

“Baby, that won’t happen on my end.” My voice came out firm. Her eyes softened before she bit her lip and walked back to me. “I love who I am with you. I haven’t felt like this, like me, in years. So why don’t we revisit this when September ends.” I paused, raising my eyebrows. “Did I just quote Green Day seamlessly into my life?”

She giggled and nodded. “It really worked.”

“I’m kinda proud of myself.”

She rolled her eyes and moved to stand between my thighs. She brought her hands to my shoulders and tilted my face up to look at her. “Okay.”

“Okay as in, you’ll move in with me?”

“Ninety percent, yes.”

“And the other ten?” I teased, hooking my fingers into her beltloops and pulling her so she landed on my lap. “What’s with that?”

“Let’s wait and see, hm?” She had a hint of worry in her eyes, and it was my new goal to get rid of that worry.

And for that to happen, I needed to end this shit with the charges.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

Sarah

 

Touring the potential house for my business should’ve been the best moment of my life, but, on a stupid whim, I’d thought inviting my parents to join me would be good idea. Almost like an olive branch. They’d shown up to the adoptathon. Now they could be a part of my future, even if they didn’t like it.

The silence gutted me. Not one comment from my opinionated mother as we walked the upstairs. “The windows face north and south, so you don’t get direct sunlight into the house. That’ll help with the bills for sure,” Mel said, laughing and doing her best to not acknowledge my silent parents.

“Can we see out back?”

“Of course. Come on.” She led the way down the stairs and I could already picture what type of decorations I could use. Frames of rescues who’d found forever homes. All sorts of dog outfits or bones or vintage dog signs. Cartoon versions of dogs. God, it would be wonderful to pick whatever I wanted to showcase the place. I ran my finger over the kitchen counter before following Mel to the backyard. The hot August air roasted my face as I scanned the back, but it was worth it.

“Yes.” I smiled and took a huge breath. “Put an offer together. This is the place.”

“You’re sure?” Mel asked, grinning and pulling out her phone. “I can let the seller know.”

“Do it.”

“You don’t want to look at other places, sweetie?” my dad asked, assessing the yard with a subtle nod of his head. “This is great, really, but it’s the only place you’ve looked.”

“I’ve been stalking places on Zillow. I knew I wanted this place. This is it.” I could hardly contain my excitement and sent texts to Megan, Ethan and Brigham. “Holy shit.”

“You’re bursting with energy, Sarah. This is exciting!” Mel said, clapping her hands. “Take pictures of everything, because you’re going to want to take a look again between now and November.”

When I could be living with Brigham. A thrill went through me at the mere thought of sharing a bed with him, the beautiful huge man who was a softie. “Good call, Mel.”

I went around the property, snapping pictures and shrugging off the judgment that would surely come from my mom. Her silence was telling enough, but I refused to let that bother me. This was going to be Blue Bells Boarding. “I’m giddy,” I said, unable to stop myself from laughing. “This is crazy.”

“I’m thrilled for you, Sarah. I love your vision and concept for your business, and I think, with a few simple renovations, you will have your dream location.”

“Gah!” I threw my arms around Mel and hugged her. “Do what it takes for them to accept the offer. Please.”

“Will do. I’ll call you once they accept. Mr. and Mrs. Blue, nice to meet you.”

“You as well,” my dad said, winking at me over Mel’s shoulder. “Shall we?” he said, motioning with his hand for us to leave through the front door. I needed to add a gated area, so owners could unleash the doggos before coming in. I wrote it down before taking one more look at the place. I could throw up, I was so excited.

“Would you like to go out to lunch to celebrate?” my dad asked as we walked to our cars. The heat beat down on us. “Something casual?”

“Why don’t we wait until the offer goes through? I need to let the pooches out and Facetime their owner.” I laughed and a sliver of the joy left when I saw my mom’s displeased expression. “Why did you come, Mom, if you’re going to be so unhappy?”

She flinched like I’d hit her. “I was reading about Brigham and he is bad news. He is not the kind of guy anyone in our family should be seen with. The way he talked to us at that brunch? And strutted around at that event? No. He’s not like we are. He’s crass. Plus I don’t like the fact that drug money was used to help fund this dream of yours. Drug money, Sarah Bell. Really makes me question how ready you are for this step in your life when you’re seeing someone like that. A drug user.”

“Mom!” I warned, clenching my fist at my side. “You don’t even know him. You damn well made sure not to.”

“I know you’re a fool.”

“Rose,” my dad scolded. “Now is not the time for this.”

“No, by all means. It’s just solidifying why I knew it was a bad idea to even try to involve you two. Brigham is a good man. All that shit about his life is false, and I’m old enough to take care of myself, all right? When you do this shit, it makes it really easy to walk away.”

“When this ends, because it will, Sarah, you will come crawling back to us. I know it,” she said, sticking her nose up in the hair and looking at the house. “You will see sense that this business venture is not a career and that school is the right answer. Not this ball player or his drugs.”

Tears prickled my eyes again and I looked at my dad, feeling so hurt and upset. But he would always side with my mom. Always. “I’m not the daughter you wanted. I get that. But I’m done trying to appease you. I’m going to do what I want and see who I want. Either be in my life, as I am, or don’t.” I took a deep breath and looked them both in the eye. “This has been the most exciting day of my life. I wanted to share it with you, but you ruined it. So thank you for that.”

I got into my car, slammed the door and backed out of the driveway before heading back to the condo. I blared my music and hit the steering wheel three times before parking and finally crying. It was an anger cry. An I wish my parents were different cry. They couldn’t accept me for who I was and I wasn’t going to fit into their mold. Did I have to lower my expectations for them? Never talk to them again? Hide my business from them?

There wasn’t a right answer, because them not being a part of my life was the hardest to accept. With one final sigh, I texted Brigham. He would cheer me up.

 

Sarah: Are you available?

 

Brigham: For sex? Always. Food? Always. To see you? Always.

 

God, I grinned so hard at my phone that I must have looked like a stage-five creeper. Just sitting in a parking garage, smiling at my lap, like a weirdo. Not a good move.

 

Sarah: I’d like option D. All the above.

 

Brigham: D. that’s what she said.

 

Sarah: Eyeroll. I need to let the dogs out so let’s meet downstairs in ten minutes?

 

Brigham: Or I could go with you?

 

I was already heading into the building and trying to hide evidence of my crying fest. He could comfort me, but he had enough to worry about until his lawyer called him, and if I could keep my mom’s comments about him to myself, it would be best. I walked in, disappointed that Fernie wasn’t there so I couldn’t tease him. Ugh.

The elevator opened and I got in, excited to see Brigham and tell him about the place, but I needed to get my shit together. I got off on the floor and took a few steps before he walked out of his apartment, all smiles, until his gaze landed on my face. “Blue Bell, what happened?”

“It’s nothing.” I sniffed and tried to ignore the ball in my throat. It grew the harder I tried to stop it. “It’s stupid.”

“Baby, it’s not stupid. Come here.” He pulled me into a hug that felt so damn right, I wanted to stay there like that forever. My face pressed against his red shirt, the smell of his cologne and soap tickling my nose, the way he rested his chin on my head… It was perfect. “I was expecting you to be geeking out over the house. Did it not go well?”

“It was great.” I closed my eyes. “I invited my parents, you know, as an olive branch, and it was disappointing. They…well, my mom. I just…maybe I have to accept they don’t want to be a part of my life.”

“I’m so fucking sorry. That sucks.”

“It does.”

He squeezed me tighter and picked me up off the ground, using one arm to reach around me. “What’s the code?”

“Eight seven four three.”

He pressed it, walked into the place and kept me pressed against him. “What’s your go-to pick-me-up thing? Mine is Cheetos.”

“What? That’s awful.” I laughed and wiped my eyes. “You need something sweet.”

“Nope. I want Cheetos and chips and Cheez-Its. I might have a thing for salty snacks.” He set me on the counter so I was still face-to-face with him. “Ice cream? Cookies? Cupcakes? What do you want? I’ll go out and get it.”

“You’re wonderful.” I sniffed again, so overwhelmed by my strong feelings for him and the disappointment from my parents. “Stop it.”

“Stop being wonderful? Nope. I can’t help it.”

I shoved him and found myself smiling at his charm. I pointed my finger at his chest and tried to look as tough as I could. “You’re dangerous for me, Brigham Monaghan.”

“As are you to me, Blue Bell.” He smirked and leaned down for a quick kiss before patting my thighs. “You walk the dogs. I’ll get the treats. Let’s go to my place tonight. I have something I think you’ll like.”

“We can have sex here, you know.”

“Get your mind out of the gutter, Blue.” He wiggled his eyebrows and bit down on his bottom lip. “It is sexy, though, that you’re already thinking about getting me naked.”

“It never leaves my mind.”

“Atta girl. Okay, my place, twenty minutes. Go team!” He high-fived himself before leaving, and despite the unsettled feeling in my stomach about the day, he’d already improved my mood.

 

* * * *

 

An hour later, filled with ice cream and chocolate brownies, we sprawled out on his bed with The Office running in the background. Watching a shirtless Brigham let ice cream drip into his mouth was my kinda porn. He hummed in delight and gave me a wicked look. “You’re drooling, Blue.”

“It’s easy to, watching you eat.” I took a bite of my own mixture, ninety percent fudge with the rest ice cream. “It makes me thirsty.”

“Unintended benefit.” He set his dish on the side table and dug into the brownies. “I’m gonna pay for all these calories tomorrow.”

“Worth it.” I held up my fist for a bump and he obliged, chuckling and making my heart pitter-patter in my chest like a teenage girl seeing her crush in the cafeteria. “So you leave tomorrow for six days?”

“Yes. Three-game series in Miami then Atlanta.”

“I was thinking.” I paused, almost backing out. What if he said no? Or that it was dumb? My palms sweated but I had to finish. “No pressure, okay? You can say no.”

“All right.” He sat crisscross and placed his chin on his hands, watching me with a half-smile. “I’m curious because you’re so nervous.”

I half-laughed, kinda snorted and blew out a breath. “Maybe, after you get back, I could try coming to a game?”

“To see me play?” he asked, slowly and in a deep voice.

“Yes?”

“Holy shit!” he yelled and clapped his hands twice. “That would be fucking awesome. Yes. I’d love for you to come.”

“Are you sure? I don’t have to.”

“No. You definitely need to.” He leaned over, grabbed my face with his hand and kissed me right on the mouth. “I’m so happy you want to come.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.” He looked down at me with so much warmth in his eyes that it was easy to assume he felt the same way I did. Love. But the fear took over and I pushed the comment deep down. “It’s a huge part of who I am and it would mean a lot if you came. Let me know what day so I can reserve you seats.”

“Oh, like, good seats?”

“Yes.” He laughed again. “God, it’s cute how innocent you are.”

“Hey.” I flicked his wrist. “You’ve made sure I’m not that innocent anymore.”

“And I’ve loved every second of it.” He grinned, but it died when he stared at my face longer. “Hey, I know you said you didn’t want to talk about it, but your smile is one of my favorite things and it’s been a little forced. I love teasing you, but I’m also a good listener.”

Ah shit. His sweet tone was harder to keep at bay than his playful banter and flirting. My mood brightened because he was there, but my parents’ behavior still felt like a heavy weight on my chest. It wouldn’t do any good to give him specifics, especially since his lawyer had been quiet, but I could still talk about it. “It just sucks because I feel like me, for the first time in a while, and instead of enjoying it, they tear me down.”

“I’m sorry you have to go through that.” He reached over and squeezed my forearm. “I know what you mean about being the real version of yourself. When others don’t see that or care enough, it hurts.”

“Yes.” I hung my head for a second and met his eyes. “I’ll get over the hurt. I really will. But I want to spend my last night with you naked. We can talk feelings over the phone.”

“Sarah,” he said, backing up when I started crawling toward him. “We can gab all night if you want.”

“I’d prefer you between my legs, actually.”

“Fuck me,” he said, sighing. “Then I guess we better remove some clothes, huh?”

“Guess we better.”

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

Brigham

 

Blue Bell missed me.

It was juvenile to enjoy the fact that she texted me the words, but it did nothing to stop my upbeat attitude. Sure, I played a hell of a game—a homerun and two doubles—but it was easier to think about Sarah than the chance of not playing baseball again. My mind wouldn’t even go that route, and if I did in the middle of the night, my brain would short circuit and send me into a full panic. So, thinking about Sarah’s little sighs when I touched her, or the sound of her laugh, helped. It helped a lot.

“Dude,” Gideon said, we got back into the hotel for the night. “You’re having a hell of a month, man.” He hit my back with a proud look on his face. “Starting to make me look bad, actually.”

I snorted. “Fuck off, Gid.”

“You want to grab a drink in the bar? I think Tate and Bummy are joining us.” He nodded toward the right and the scene unfolded in my mind. Having one drink, wanting another then doing something dumb.

“Uh, better not.” I tried to smile. “Too worried about fucking up my good karma.”

“Brigs, you can’t keep hiding in your room alone on road trips. You’ll go crazy.” He put a hand on my shoulder and guided me toward a booth. “We miss your competitive ass. Without you, we all just sit and stare at each other in silence.”

“Jesus,” I scoffed, but warmed at his words. Being a part of this team, with these guys, was a dream come true. The support they offered, the friendship, wasn’t always the case in the majors, and despite the warning in my gut, I sat down with him just as Bummy and Tate joined us.

“Heyoo, Brigs!” Tate said, fist bumping me across the table. “What are you on, man? Your stats are wild right now.”

“It’s annoying,” Bummy said, typing something on his phone and smiling like an idiot. The dude gets married and becomes a marshmallow. Never made sense before but now, thinking about Sarah, I might understand it.

I showed them all my middle finger as a waiter came over and took our order. I ordered one light beer and hoped my friends didn’t see how nervous I was. This was a big deal. The first drink since the arrest. It wasn’t like I was an alcoholic, but my drinking had gotten out of control. Taking a deep breath, I smiled when I was supposed to and forced a laugh. The waiter brought the drinks, and when we all had our fingers wrapped around our bottles, Gideon held his up. “To Brigham, the pretty party boy who is kicking ass and who will totally fucking beat this case.”

“Brigs!”

We clinked our glasses and my throat got tight. “Thanks,” I mumbled, taking a small sip before setting the drink down. He meant well. I understood that. But the harsh reality was that I didn’t know for sure if I would beat the case.

“Ah, shit.” Gideon narrowed his eyes at the entrance of the bar and we all looked, wincing at the four women who appeared. They wore very little clothing and heels, their gazes locking on us as triumphant smiles stretched across their faces. “Don’t want to deal with chasers today.”

“Or ever,” Bummy said.

Every muscle in my body tensed when the women, clearly focused on our table, walked over with so much sway in their gait that it actually baffled me that they didn’t fall. I tightened my grip around the bottle and scooted farther into the booth, almost touching Tate’s leg. Fuck, I’d sit on his lap if it meant getting out of the situation.

“Hi! We are so sorry to bother you gentlemen, but we were hoping for a picture? We’re huge fans,” the tallest one said. Her fire-red lips were full and pouty, and her dress left little to the imagination. Six months ago, I would’ve let her sit on my lap before taking her to my hotel room. Easily.

But now, not even a chance. Her gaze zeroed in on me as she moved closer to the booth. “Can we take a few with you?”

“We’re trying to enjoy a drink right now,” Gideon said, no warmth to his voice. There was a reason guys feared him, and right now, the women didn’t care. “I think it’s best if you leave.”

One girl made a pouty sound before the tallest, the one inches from me, slid her hand over my neck. “Brigham, we could have fun tonight. I’d make you feel good.”

“No.” My jaw tightened and I tried to crane my neck away from her, but she kept trying. It was so fucking hard not to grab her hand and remove her from me. But I couldn’t risk it. One photo of my touching her would be enough to ruin everything. So I had to sit there, let her touch me while my body recoiled and it fucking sucked. “Get your fucking hands off me.”

Gideon whistled at the bartender, a big beefy man, and he saw the scene and marched over. But in those few seconds, the woman threaded her fingers in my hair and bent down so low her cleavage spilled over and had a nip slip. “Oops,” she said, giggling and adjusting herself. “Hate it when that happens.”

No one said anything.

“Get out. Now. You have thirty seconds before I call security.”

They hustled out and I pinched my nose, anger and revulsion creating a shit mood. “I’m heading up.”

“Brigs,” Gideon said, frowning. “Sorry, man.”

“It’s fine. Part of what we do.” I pushed out of the booth and bee-lined it to my room. Shower. I wanted to wash the woman’s touch off me and try to forget it. But it was hard. It rattled me. After the arrest, the fact that all the people I was with were all using me in some way made every interaction with strangers nerve-wracking. The scalding hot water helped ease some of the tension, but it wasn’t until I crawled into the bed and Facetimed Sarah that I could relax.

“Hey, you,” she said in her sing-song voice. “How was the match?”

“Game.” I snorted. “The game was good.”

“Game, match, competition. All the same.” She stuck her tongue out at me and rolled over to her side in bed. “You all right?”

“I don’t know.” I sighed and tried to find the right way to say what I felt. “I played great. When I’m on the field, I’m fine. It’s just off it I feel unbalanced.”

“How so?”

Something told me not to tell her about the women. It wasn’t that I felt guilty, because I didn’t. I hadn’t done anything wrong. But fans would always be a part of the game and it would stress her out. “People’s expectations of me. Since the arrest, I’ve realized how few people I trust. It’s sad.”

Her eyes softened and I wished more than anything that she could be there, in the hotel, with me. “Why don’t you focus on those who you do trust? Your teammates. Those guys seem great. Their wives. Your family. Me. You can trust Megan and Ethan, too. They are loyal as hell, so once you’re in our circle, you’re in forever.”

Fuck. I wanted that. I wanted that forever. Their friendship and loyalty and zero interest in my paycheck or what I did. My chest started feeling funny again and I scratched it, knowing it was time to tell her how I felt, the second I got home. I shook my head. “Sarah.”

“Brigham.”

“I miss you.”

“I do too.” She blushed and opened her mouth for a second, before closing it. “It’s stupid, huh? You’ve only been gone four nights but I still look for you every time I’m in the hallway, or every time I take the dogs out.”

“Not stupid.” I almost told her. It was right there, the L word. “Would you ever…consider traveling with me?”

“Like, to Paris or something?”

God, she was the fucking cutest. “I would take you to Paris in a heartbeat. I meant, during the season.”

Shit, nerves fluttered in my belly. It was like asking a girl three years older than me to a dance in eighth grade. She’d said no, but it was the bravest thing I’d done that year. Sarah remained silent for two seconds and I rambled. “The players get their own room and we reserve our own floor at hotels. They are secured. The wives and kids travel sometimes. And I just thought, if you could, or if you wanted, you could come.”

“And we could have hotel sex?”

“As often as you wanted.”

“Mm.” She pursed her lips and nodded, hard. “Would I get to see a game?”

“We could plan it so Fiona and Michelle come too, so yes, you could come to a game with them?”

“Oh, I like those ladies.” She hummed for a second before staring at me straight through the phone. “You want me there?”

“Fuck, Sarah. Yes. I really do.”

“Okay. We’ll make it happen when Mr. Alexandre gets back.”

Her answer helped ease the growing anxiety from the incident downstairs, but it shot back up when Charles sent me a text and the notification interrupted the momentary distraction of Sarah.

 

Charles: CALL ME

 

“Fuck,” I said, already feeling the throbbing of a headache coming on. “Charles needs me to call him.”

“Maybe it’s good news. You don’t know.”

“Let’s hope. I should call him. I’m sorry, Blue. I’d rather talk to you all night.”

“I know, me too, but call him and get some rest. It’s much later there.” Her voice was soft and kind and I wanted to fall asleep talking to her. But my life didn’t provide that option. “Talk to you tomorrow?”

“I’ll definitely need my Blue fix.”

“Charmer. You’re dangerous. Go call Charles. Goodnight, Brigham.”

I hung up, braced myself, and dialed his number. One ring. That was all it took.

“What the fuck, Brigham?”

Fear paralyzed me. I wasn’t sure I could even breathe until he explained his comment.

“Drinking? Chicks wearing almost nothing? I thought your blue-haired chick was stopping you from doing this? Fuck, man.” He groaned and panic surged through me to the point my hands shook. “I don’t know how to spin this.”

“What?” I said, my voice above a whisper.

“I have a fucking Google alert on your ass so I see when news breaks. Pictures are out. Beer bottles and skanky chicks. Tits in your face. Same ole party boy.”

“I don’t… No. There was none of that. Thirty seconds of fans trying to get a picture with us, but we turned them away.”

“Doesn’t matter what actually happened, Monaghan. You know that more than anyone. The picture makes the truth irrelevant. I’m sending the photo to you now. We need a fucking plan, because this will be the final fucking straw.”

My phone buzzed and all the blood left my face at the image.

Charles wasn’t kidding. It looked bad. Worse than bad. Horrific. The woman’s body was positioned just right so it looked like I was staring down her dress.

“Charles, this isn’t…the photo is staged. I didn’t even see them take a photo.”

He didn’t respond and I wanted to slam my phone through the window. Why does this happen, again? I’d done the right thing. I’d said no. My eyes stung and I had no warning before I threw up in a shitty metal trash can by the desk.

“We need something. Anything. A comment about the falseness. Photos of you and blue hair. This might be the final straw, Brigs.”

“I’ll send you everything I have.” I scrolled through my photos in a wild desperation. I had so many of Sarah and me. Maybe it would help, maybe it wouldn’t. Twenty pictures of us, of her smiling, the dogs, pictures of me and my sister, some of Gideon, Bummy and me at the rescue event. My brain didn’t compute how they were helpful. “Do we need to hire a publicist?”

“Too late, Brigham. At this point… Not sure what they would do.” His tone had a dangerous tremor, one that sent my worries into an even deeper part of my brain. “Stay in your hotel room. Play great the next three days. Don’t be a fucking idiot.”

“Okay.”

Then he hung up.

I couldn’t sit in the room. It was too small and too stifling. My chest hurt, like someone was sitting on it, and my heart raced. Is this a panic attack? I stumbled into the hallway and knocked on the door closest to the elevator. Our coach’s. He didn’t look happy when he saw me, but his face changed to worry. “Brigham, what happened?”

“Can I…” I swallowed. “I need to talk to you.”

“Sure, sure. Come in.”

He pushed the door open and I fell into to red armchair. “I’m fucked. Totally fucked. And I didn’t do anything wrong. Baseball is my life. I can’t… It’s going to end.”

“Tell me about it. Take a breath. We’ll figure something out.”

And I told him everything. All of it, while he listened, and instead of sympathy or worry in his eyes, he had a fire. It was the spark of hope I needed to not fall apart, and I clung to it.

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

Sarah

 

Megan and Ethan showing up at Mr. Alexandre’s apartment the next morning with two bottles of champagne could’ve been a good sign. Morning mimosas were almost always a good idea. But their pale and grim faces when I opened the door had every part of my body on high alert.

“You okay?” Megan asked, barging into the place and taking off the foil from the bottle. “Fuck. I’m pissed.”

“Uh, what happened?” I frowned as Ethan gave me a solemn look, like there was a huge joke at my expense. I gripped the edge of the door tighter at her statement. “Why are you both here looking at me like someone died?”

“You haven’t heard.”

“Again, Megan, no. I clearly haven’t,” I snapped, hating the dread that weighed down each step like I was walking through a pit of quicksand. “Tell me.”

“Brigham was photographed with beers and chicks. Last night. In Miami.” She hissed and popped the cork, handing the bottle straight to me. “Drink.”

“No.” I held up my hand, shoving it away, and shook my head. “We were on the phone last night.”

“Blue, you need to see the pictures.” Ethan walked over to my pacing and handed me his phone.

“Fine.” I snatched it out of his hand and exhaled before eyeing the images on his screen. Brigham’s jaw was tight as a barely dressed woman leaned over him, hands in his hair and tits spilling out of her dress. He held his hand up on her side. Three beer bottles were in the shot and my stomach fell out of my body. Disgust. Betrayal. Hurt. “What?”

“Taken last night at the hotel. Guess there was a bar there that he went with some teammates.” Ethan took the phone out of my hand, but it did no good. The image was burned there. Permanently etched into my mind. He’d seemed off last night, and the call with Charles… Charles was calling because he found out?

Or maybe Charles had pissed him off so he’d gone out to get drunk.

Or maybe, after our talk, he’d decided he was done with me.

My head felt funny and I plopped on the couch, wishing I could erase the last five minutes from my life. I’d woken up happy and ready to kick ass on some renovation sketches, but now… I might get drunk with my friends before nine a.m. It would be a new record for me. “He wouldn’t do this.”

“Don’t care, babes. It looks bad. Real fucking bad.”

“But with the case, and his desperation for baseball, I can’t see him doing it.” I ran my fingers through my hair, unable to sit still.

“The media is going crazy. It’s all over. He’s trending, too.” She took a swig from the bottle and shared a look with Ethan, who tilted his head in confusion. “I know we are anti-sweating, but I’ve been really into the sports world lately. All the muscles and grunting.”

“Ew, stop.” He shook his head and sat on my other side. “How are you feeling? What’s going through your mind?”

“I don’t know. Hurt, but I swear I know him. He wouldn’t cheat, I don’t think.” I bit my lip and hated the doubt that hadn’t been there minutes ago. That little seed was enough to cloud every memory I had with him. “He asked me to travel with him to a game sometime. Why would he do that if he was going to sleep with other girls?”

“Maybe whatever you two have means different things to each of you. I’m telling you, Blue, I read all about him when you first mentioned him. This guy had model after model on his arm at clubs. Partied all the time. Got drunk all the time. Strip clubs—”

“She gets it, damn,” Ethan yelled, rubbing my shoulder. “How is that helpful?”

“Painting the whole picture. That sure, he’s nice to you, but was it really going to change him?”

He loves who he is with me. He’d said that.

But.

That word kept adding itself to every thought.

But what if it was just because he was in a shit part of his life and I was available? But what if he did get drunk after our call and do something stupid? Could I forgive that?

Did I want to?

“Ugh!” I rubbed my temples as my mom’s words chose that low moment to repeat. “When this ends, you’ll come crawling back to us.” “I need to talk to him. Now.”

“You’re right. Call him, Blue. We’re right here.”

I pressed his number and waited while the phone rang and rang. No answer. “Is there a game? There must be, right?”

“Let me find out.” Megan typed on her phone and frowned. “Not one until tonight.”

“Shit,” I mumbled, hitting Call again.

Same result.

“He’s probably caught up in all this shit.” Ethan got a glass from the cabinet and poured champagne in it, forgoing orange juice all together. “Blue, we love you and I know you’ve enjoyed hanging out with him.”

“But?” I asked, digging my nails into my palms.

“He’s nice and makes you laugh, but do you need this sort of baggage?” He winced, like he knew the words would hurt me. “This is a lot for someone you met two months ago. I’m not saying it wasn’t real or anything, just…for someone who’s never really dated, this is a lot of shit to deal with. Fuck. I dated Hailey for a year and this would’ve been too much for me.”

I sniffed as the first set of tears started falling down my cheeks. They weren’t just sad tears. They were a combination of frustration, anger and unfairness. “You’re right. But I love him.”

“I know you do.” He reached over and rubbed my back as I leaned into a ball. “He’s not a bad guy despite…all of this.”

“His arrest was based on a misunderstanding. I’m afraid this is too,” I said, the tension in my stomach getting worse the longer Brigham didn’t call me back. Talking to him would settle it. If we were together anymore or not, if he was okay or not. Hearing his voice would help ease the worry. “His words don’t align with these actions.”

“Can you say that about someone you’ve known two months?”

That was the question.

I rolled onto my back, with Ethan and Megan at either end of the couch, and I typed out a message just as Cassie and Pico hopped up and cuddled into my arms. No one could tell me that dogs weren’t incredible or human’s best friend. These two comforted me, and another wave of tears started. “Damn.”

“It’s okay that you’re sad. Let it out.”

“Ugh.” I wiped my nose before typing out the text.

 

Sarah: hi, I need to talk to you soon.

 

Sarah: Hope you’re okay.

 

There, that wasn’t cryptic. It was the truth. I tossed the phone to the other side of the cushion so it was out of reach. “He’ll call when he can.”

“Right,” Ethan said, sharing another grim look with his sister. “Want to watch Parks and Rec and drink?”

“Yup.” I cuddled against the two dogs, who I would oddly miss when Mr. Alexandre came back, and tried not to cry when my phone remained silent for the entire day.

 

* * * *

 

Never having had a boyfriend before meant never having suffered through a break-up, and while I still wasn’t confident this was an official break-up, it sucked. Bad. Two days without a word from Brigham. Megan sent me updates that she could find online, but none of them helped me determine our situation. Brigham and I came from very different worlds and those differences became more and more in-my-face the longer he didn’t talk to me.

Self-doubt came and went in my life, ebbing and flowing based on how I was doing, and right now it was in full force. Of course Brigham wouldn’t want to continue this. He could have models with huge tits and all sorts of skills in the bedroom. Women who didn’t cry at their mom’s attitude or want to open a dog boarding house.

Fuck this. I got the dogs in their harnesses and leashes and was about to take them on an evening walk, since the sidewalk should’ve cooled off. But voices stopped me in the hall. Brigham! He’s back! My heart lurched and my adrenaline spiked at the thought of seeing him. I gripped the handle to open it up, but a deeper voice, one I didn’t recognize, spoke.

“I cannot believe that fucking worked.”

“I know.” Brigham.

“The innocent virgin. Ha. Blue-hair really did save your ass.”

“Charles, enough,” Brigham said, a warning bite in his voice. “It’s done.”

“Chill out. The girl won’t know.”

The girl.

Me.

Innocent virgin.

I gagged as the weight and meaning of the conversation dawned on me. I flung the door open, startling both men to the point Brigham jumped. “The girl won’t know what?”

The man in a suit raised one eyebrow at me, half his face smiling while he looked me up and down. It was nighttime and my stupid starfish pajama shorts and bright purple tank top felt silly under his stare. “Ah, Sarah, right?”

“Don’t speak to her.” Brigham’s expression was hard. No sign of the soft or tender man I got to cuddle with a week ago. “Charles, get into my place.”

“We’ll need her to sign an NDA at some point if you want to have a future in baseball. You know this.” Charles shook his head and curled his lip as he looked back at me. “I’ll be reaching out, Sarah. There will be some forms you need to sign.”

“Charles, I swear I will fucking fire you. Get inside my place. Now.” Brigham growled at his agent and clenched his fist around the strap of his bag. He shoved past Charles, slammed his key into the lock and pushed the man in before facing me. Every part of his body was hard. His jaw, his stance, his mouth set in a firm line that solidified everything that had gone through my mind the past two days. We are done.

“Sarah,” he said without warmth before swallowing and working his jaw like he was chewing gum. “I’m sorry you had to hear Charles say that.”

“What the hell is going on?” I asked, proud that my voice didn’t shake like my insides. Pico jumped up and down, excited to see Brigham, but I held him back. “I tried calling you.”

“I know. Fuck.” He ran a hand over his face and let his guard down just enough for me to see how tired he was. No light in his eyes. No smiles.

“Why did Charles say that stuff about me? Did you tell him I was a virgin?” My voice broke a little at the end, because that was a major violation of my privacy. “That was…why would you tell him?”

He gulped. “There is a lot going on right now, okay? I can’t quite explain it all to you.”

“Why not? I just want the truth. I’m not asking for a piece of you, Brigham.” Tears fell down my cheeks now and he flinched when he saw. “You shared something very private with your agent? And I have to sign something? Did you…use me?”

A look of revulsion crossed his face. That split second of silence told me everything. “Oh my god. You did.”

“Sarah, no.”

My heart rate sped up to the point I gasped for air. This was heartbreak. The feeling like my chest was closing in on me and all the oxygen disappeared. My bottom lip trembled as shame and regret and disgust went through me. “It makes sense now.”

“No,” he said, reaching for me, but I jerked away.

“Do not touch me.” I half-sobbed, half-laughed. “Wow. Hope your life goes as planned.”

“Please,” he said, looking so tortured and torn. “It’s not what you think. Blue Bell, I swear. I fucking love you. Let me fix things.”

“How dare you?” I recoiled at his use of the L word. “Don’t talk to me again.” I shook my head back and forth, finding my backbone and steeled myself. “If I need to sign something saying I won’t tell a soul, I will. Because I won’t tell a person about you. You are not worth it.”

I let Mr. Alexandre’s door slam and I marched down the hallway. Brigham remained quiet besides his heavy breathing. I only had four more weeks of staying here. I can survive that, right?

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

Brigham

 

I was in a fucking mood. Our coach wanted me to have an off day since my stats against the starting pitcher weren’t great, and that left me sitting in the dugout, watching Samson play my position, one week after the second worst day of my life. The sunflower seeds I was eating started to hurt my tongue, but I didn’t care. It was getting easier to not care.

“Dude, why the fucking face?” Samson asked, hitting my shoulder. “Was it my two-run double?”

“Shut up, man.” I focused on the field, the sounds of the crowd, the smell of the dugout. Gideon stole second and the crowd roared. I clapped, but it was robotic. One week since Sarah had cut me out of her life. Rightfully so, because my dumb ass couldn’t figure out the words to explain everything. I’d panicked. Full-on panicked, and my lack of response had let her think everything she thought was true. Which it wasn’t.

Five days since I’d texted her asking to talk, without a response. Three days since I’d heard from Charles, who refused to think he’d done anything wrong.

Samson frowned at me and narrowed his eyes. “You always push me back.”

“Not in the mood.” I picked up a few seeds before tossing them onto the ground.

“Brigs, you’re always in the mood. Seriously, don’t fucking weird me out.” He shoved a handful of my sunflower seeds into his mouth and raised an eyebrow, daring me to say something. I let him. My heart was broken at the cost of me getting to stay with Los Soles. Was it worth it? Was creating a plan with our coach and pouring my heart out to him about Sarah worth getting an extended contract, if I didn’t have the person I wanted to share it with?

Undecided.

My entire future came down to a phone call. It could come any time from my lawyer or from Charles. Hell, it could come from Sarah, saying she would hear me out. Any call from the three of them would change my life.

Would they be charging me with a felony? Would they offer a plea deal? Had the plan worked with Los Soles? Those unknowns ate at my gut to the point I’d lost weight. If they charged me with a felony and tried to take me to court—where I could get sentenced—the weight loss didn’t matter. The prime of my professional career would be spent in prison and there was no chance I could play baseball after that. I hung my head and ate more seeds.

The salty taste gave me something to do and focus on. Bite, crunch, spit out the shell and swallow the seed. Repeat. On and on it went, until the inning changed and the guys went back onto the field. Our starting pitcher had already reached his pitch count and was out for the night. Riley sat four feet from me with ice on his arm and jutted his chin down at the pile of discarded seeds. I shrugged.

When I sat out, I liked to study the pitchers to see if I could find their tells. Maybe they leaned to the right when they threw a fast ball or did a leg kick before a change. But I had zero motivation. We were up three runs against the leader of our division and my blood should’ve been pumping.

I scanned the crowd behind home plate and my heart lurched in my throat, seeing blonde hair. It’s not Sarah. She hates me. I blew out a long breath and tried not to stare at the woman who looked kinda like her. God, everything sucked. My life, my future, Sarah. The glass-is-half-full attitude had disappeared when Sarah looked at me with those tortured blue eyes, thinking I’d used her the entire time. Maybe I’d find love again sometime, maybe not. But sulking and wallowing in self-pity was my plan for the foreseeable future.

It was three up, three down and the guys headed back into the dugout. Gideon pressed his lips together tight and squeezed my shoulder before plopping down next to me. “Nice play,” I said, looking at the opposing team taking positions on the field.

“You’re a fucking mess.”

“Well, I still might go to jail and Sarah thinks I used her for my image. Let her believe it was the truth, too. Don’t have a lot going for me now.”

“You can pull your head out of your ass, to start.”

I snapped my gaze to his. There wasn’t sympathy there. There was anger and irritation. “Excuse me?”

“You don’t even know what the hell will happen to your case. Trust your lawyer—you said you hired the best.” He shook his head and took some of my seeds. “Have you actually tried talking to her about what she heard in the hall? Did you explain your irrational and dumbass behavior?”

“No.”

“You’re annoying me.” He stood and got his helmet before returning. “This isn’t the obnoxious, life-of-the-party Brigham that irritates the hell out of me most days. This sulking, lifeless version of you sucks. Nothing is determined yet, so stop living like it. Goddamn it.” He exhaled and positioned the helmet between his legs so he could strap on his batting gloves. “Fix it.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Yes, it is. I would know.” He lowered his voice and his meaning wasn’t lost on me. He’d had a blow-up that could’ve cost him his career—only his was physical too. “Fix it.”

He gave me a curt nod and went to wait in the on-deck circle. His words weighed heavy on me, because he actually could relate to a moment in time that had the power to shift everything in his future. And he found Fiona.

Maybe there was a way to try and fix this, but how? I needed the issue with the case solved first. That was my first mistake in all of this, getting involved with her when my life was at a low point. Fuck. I wiped my face with my hands. How could I better her life and be the guy she deserved, when I didn’t even like who I was?

 

* * * *

 

Fire Charles.

Call my lawyer.

Accept and plan.

Find a new agent.

Get Sarah back.

The list was on my fridge and I stared at it, content with my decision. A thrill went through me—firing Charles had been weighing on me for a while. I didn’t appreciate the way he talked about Sarah or women in general, and while it would be hard to find an agent who wanted to rep me right now, it wouldn’t be impossible. I took a deep breath and was about to hit dial, when the familiar sound of a dog collar’s bell jingling caught my attention. Sarah. She was letting the dogs out.

Without thinking, I bolted to the hallway to see her approach the elevator. She turned and made eye contact with me for a second before shaking her head. “Blue Bell.”

She flatted her lips and looked at me with so much sadness, I knew I had to fix it. “Don’t call me that anymore. We aren’t friends.”

“I’m firing Charles,” I said, leaning against my doorframe and enjoying her struggle to ask why. She wanted to know. I could see the curiosity on her face.

But she shrugged and put her head down, walking into the elevator with the pups. When she looked up and met my gaze, she spoke softly. “I don’t care what you do anymore.”

The disappointed look on her face would keep me up at night, and my chest tightened. What if it’s too late?

No. I will not think that. I have my plan.

Each breath felt like ice in my lungs as I waited for Charles to answer. “Go for Charles,” he answered.

“We need to talk,” I said, ready to stand up for myself for the first time in a long time. “Today.”

“Can it wait?”

“You know what, fuck it. We’re done. We have different visions for how we work and I’m done with your bullshit. Prepare the papers to end this and send them to me.”

“Brigham, don’t be an idiot. No one will fucking sign on to your shitshow right now. I get you’re pissed about Blue. I’m sorry. There, better?”

“Nope. Send the papers to end our contract. I’m not fucking around.”

He laughed, and the sound unsettled me. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“Yes, it does. You’re fired. I have our original contract here and I quote, either party can end agreement if they are displeased. I’m displeased. Have been for a while.”

“Look, let’s figure it out.”

“No. We are done.” I hung up, smiling. If I could have lost weight from pressure and anxiety alone, I just had. I felt freer. Myself. Ready to start anew.

Lawyer.

“Hello?

“Hey, Wynona, it’s Brigham.”

“How you holding up?”

“I’m sick of waiting and playing defense. I did nothing wrong. Call whoever you need to and let’s go to court. I want a fucking jury there and witnesses who were at the club. All of it.”

“Woah, why the sudden change of heart?”

“Because I’m sick of waiting for someone else to make decisions about my life.” And if I want a future with Los Soles and Sarah, I have to close this Chapter for good. “I need to move on, and I can’t until this shit is done.”

“I’ll make the calls. Damn, Brigham. I’m glad you’re going this route. They’ve been intimidating you from the start.”

“Yup. And I’m going to do a video release. Explaining how I fired my agent and want my life back. I know you said no interviews but this is me telling my story now.”

“Go for it. I’ll call you in a few days with next steps.”

“Thank you. Can’t wait to end this shit.”

We hung up and I put another checkmark on my list. Now, I had to wait to see what would happen and find a new agent.

Then it was time to get Sarah back.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Sarah

 

No papers ever showed up for me to sign to keep mum about everything that happened between me and Brigham. It should’ve eased my heartache, knowing that I could go on and post all about it if I wanted to—but I would never do that. Not to another human being. It didn’t matter that he’d broken my heart and shattered it—he still had a lot to deal with.

As I packed my clothes into my suitcase and duffel, it hit me that at one point I would’ve been carrying these across the hall to live with Brigham. Sharing his bed and shower, and seeing him every day. I closed my eyes as the familiar ache grew in my chest. It hadn’t dulled in the past three weeks, but it had lost the ability to render me speechless.

I accepted that I would carry a Brigham-sized dent in my heart where he’d forever imprinted himself there. Even if it was a lie. Cassie and Pico sat on the ground, adorable little heads resting on their paws, and watched me. “You two excited to see your daddy again?”

Tail thumps.

“I bet you are. He’s been gone a long time!” I bent down and scratched both their heads. “I’m going to miss you. Your snoring, Cassie. Your full-body hugs, Pico.” Don’t get emotional. They aren’t your dogs. “Maybe you’ll come visit me at my new place.”

Pico tilted his head to the side, making me laugh. He was so damn expressive. I sighed and double-checked the dryer, the bathroom drawers and the floor for any loose items that could’ve fallen out. Mr. Alexandre was due back within the hour, and after getting the final payment, I would be off.

Saying goodbye to this place, to Fernie and to all the memories I had with Brigham. God, it hurt. I rubbed my chest and focused on the exciting parts of my life. Moving into my place early. The seller had negotiated with me so I could move in earlier than planned. I had zero time to buy furniture besides an air mattress and some folding chairs Megan had lent me. But I would have a place of my own, away from my parents and from Brigham. Despite the heartache and sleepless nights, it was the start of me living my dream job.

All my shit was packed, sitting by the door, and I had two plates of caramel cookies on the counter. One, obviously for Mr. Alexandre, the other a departing gift for Fernie. It was weird to think about missing this place that was so far out of my league, but it had grown on me. I would miss the grumpy man.

 

Megan: Still want us to meet you outside in twenty minutes?

 

Sarah: Yup. Just waiting for Alexandre and I’ll be out. I owe you.

 

Megan: Friends don’t owe each other, Blue.

 

God, I was lucky to have her and Ethan in my life and in my corner. With one final sigh, I sat on the couch and didn’t have to wait more than ten minutes before Alexandre walked in and dropped to the floor. “My babies!”

Pico and Cassie sprinted to him, sliding on the tiled floor with little clicks of their nails, and he hugged them both to his chest. “I’ve missed you. Wow. Come here. Oh, you’re so cute!”

Seeing a very posh, professional-looking man lose his shit over dogs might be my new favorite thing. I laughed, causing him to look up at me with a slight blush of his cheeks. “They missed you.”

“Oh, I missed them. Thank you, Sarah. Thank you for taking care of them.” He picked them both up and gave me the goofiest smile I had ever seen on him. Even during the Facetimes, he’d remained put together. Not now. “And with Pico’s visit to the ER… thank you for that.”

“It was nothing. They really grew on me.” I walked up and petted their little heads. “With your payments, I’m able to start my own business now. If you ever leave or need a long-term watch, let me know. I’d love to see these guys again.”

“I definitely will.” He set the dogs down and shook my hand. “Any way I can help, with a review or word of mouth, let me know. Please.”

I bit back a smile. “I will.”

“Here is the second half of the amount we agreed on.” He unfolded a check from his pocket and handed it to me. “I added a ten percent tip.”

“Shit.” I hissed at the added amount and already knew what I was going to spend it on. Ads. “This helps.”

“I’m glad.” He indicated the bags with his chin. “Do you need help with your stuff?”

“Nope. My friends are here.” I shouldered the duffel and grabbed the handle of the shitty suitcase. “Enjoy your time with your pups. I left you a plate of cookies.”

“Oh, who is that one for?”

“Fernie.”

“The old bastard. He’s sneaky, isn’t he?”

The warmth on his face made me feel happy that not everyone in the building teased him. “He is. Well, this is it.”

“Yup.”

I waved awkwardly and left the apartment that felt more like home to me than my room at my parents’ or the small one-bedroom that smelled bad all the time. With one quick glance at Brigham’s door, I made my way to the elevator without shedding a single tear.

“Ah, it is time to finally get rid of you.” Fernie pressed his lips flat together, but his eyes gave him away. He looked sad. “Those cookies are for me, yes?”

“I spat in them.”

“Good. More protein.”

“I’m gonna miss you, Fern.”

“Ah, gross.” He shook his head, but a hint of amusement crossed his face. “I will absolutely not tell my daughter about your business. I’ll tell her you are the worst.”

“Good. I need honest reviews.”

He huffed and reached out to pat my shoulder. “Stay out of trouble, you wild child.”

“You too, Fernie.” I smiled, and before I second-guessed it, I hugged him tight and let go before he screamed. “Keep being grumpy.”

He coughed and held his head higher, but we both knew he’d miss me. Megan honked, and a deep feeling of homesickness took root. This building would hold a special place in my heart forever.

I walked out, wincing at the heat, and searched for Megan’s car, but I couldn’t find it. Instead, it was my mom leaning on the passenger-side door. Cold seeped into my bones. “Why are you here?”

“To apologize.”

“Forgive me for not believing you.” I squinted to try and see Megan, but my mom clicked her tongue.

“Megan isn’t here. It’s me.”

“I’d rather spend today with someone who brings me joy.” I stiffened when she reached out and put a hand on my forearm. “What is happening?”

“I hate not talking to you or getting to hear about your…dreams. Your dad gets updates from you and I don’t. It hurts.”

“Well, tough shit. You’re cruel and judgmental and you make me feel bad about myself.” Might as well go down sinking if we’re hashing this out. “Today is hard, okay? I wanted someone I like to help me.”

She flinched, like I’d meant her to, and she paled. “Is it because of him?”

“It’s a lot of things. Just… I’ll get in the car. You are taking me to my new place, right? This isn’t a plot for you to drag me back home?”

“No. It’s not.” She helped me put my bags in the trunk and I got into the passenger-side door just as Brigham turned the corner, wearing just athletic shorts and headphones, and my mouth dried up quicker than raindrops on the cement. His gaze found mine through my mom’s windshield, and I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it wasn’t a half-smile. I shook my head. “Let’s go.”

My mom took off and I ducked my head out of view so I wouldn’t have to see him all hot and sweaty and gorgeous. My mom slid me a questioning gaze. “You know the charges were dropped. All of them.”

“I read.”

“He even made a video explaining what happened. He mentions you in it, I think.”

“I saw.”

Yes, I was thrilled for him that he wouldn’t go to jail. Thrilled. And the video of him explaining how he refused to let the fear of losing it all prevent him from fighting back. He would go to trial, but he’d name-dropped witnesses who were there and had seen everything. The biggest thing was the video tape from the owner of the place, who had footage of the event that showed a different story. It was daring and bold and it’d worked. No more charges. Brigham could play his heart out and make all the money.

“He said the biggest reason he started to fight was because he fell in love.”

“I prefer not to talk about this, Mom.” I hugged my purse tighter against my stomach. “Things were said and done that I’m not able to get over.” Like he used me and only tried calling me twice. Twice. Two times. If he loves me…no. “I think the video and the love thing is to make him seem more likeable. The former-playboy angle.”

“I’m not so sure. Look, I need to apologize for a lot of things. A lot. But I am so very sorry for bad-mouthing your decision to start your own business and for butting my opinions into your love life. You’re a grown woman.”

“Thanks?” I said, unsure where this was going.

“Today is just a start. I want to know this version of my daughter. The one where she is a business owner and dates athletes.”

“Okay, it was one athlete. Won’t happen again, that’s for damn sure.” I unzipped the front of my purse to get the keys to the place. Hope blossomed in my chest as we got closer to the destination, and despite the turmoil and leftover hurt from Brigham, this was my next Chapter. “I want to know you too, Mom. I want to text you pictures and laugh and have mimosas on weekends, but it takes two people to do that.”

“I know.” She swallowed and took a deep breath. “I’ll be better.”

“I’d like that.”

We finished the drive to the house in a comfortable silence, and another weight lifted off my shoulders. The feud with my mom had eaten at me for a lot of reasons, but mainly, I hated not including my parents in my life. They judged me often, but I liked getting meals and seeing them. It had been too long, and maybe we’d all change from the distance. “Thank you,” I said as she pulled into the driveway. “For doing this.”

“I’m glad Megan told me about it.”

“I’ll deal with her later.”

“She’s a good girl,” my mom said, pulling me into a stiff hug. “Can I come in?”

“Today, no. I need this. For me. I want to sleep in my own place to prove to myself I can. But soon, I want you and Dad over. I promise.”

“Okay. Good.” She cupped my face. “Blue Bells Boarding, huh?”

Brigham’s idea had stuck with me and I hid my flinch. “Yup.”

“It’s a wonderful name.”

I nodded and took my time getting out of the car. She waited until I got inside before driving away, and the magnitude of it hit me. I had my place. It was mine. I sank onto the floor, resting my head on the duffel bag, and stared at the ceiling fan. My dream was literally coming true, and I hated so much that the first person I wanted to share it with was Brigham.

I closed my eyes and let myself wallow for thirty seconds—okay, five minutes—before getting up and walking the place. I did a full perimeter scan before a light thud carried over from outside. Someone locked their car with a little beep before there was a knock.

Who could it be? Neighbors welcoming me? I smiled, trod through the hallway, flung open the door and gasped. “Brigham.”

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Brigham

 

My heart about exploded seeing her in her place, wearing nothing but those tiny cut-off shorts and a blue tank top that matched the ends of her hair. My plan to convince her to give us another chance evaporated from my brain on seeing her. I loved her so fucking much and missed everything about her.

Everything.

Her freckles and blue hair and laugh.

Where did I start? What was my plan? Sweat pooled on my brow and lower back the longer I stood there in silence. I jutted the bouquet of blue flowers at her and reached into my pocket for my sheet of paper. I had to wipe my palms on my jeans twice because they were so damp. “Uh, hi,” I said, sounding like a goddamn idiot. “I brought you flowers.”

“Yes. You shoved them at me,” she said, looking at me with wide eyes and parted lips. “Why are you here? How did you even know?”

“Can I come in?”

She hesitated and I swallowed, painfully. “It’s hot out here—please?”

“Fine.” She ushered me in but kept her distance, once she locked the door and crossed her arms over her stomach, holding the flowers off to the side, and had a permanent line between her eyebrows. “Why are you here, Brigham?”

“To do whatever it takes to get a second chance with you.” There, I’d said it. Put the truth into the world. I waited until she met my gaze and swallowed down the absolute terror that she could say no. That too much damage had been done. “I need to explain quite a few things to you, mainly about what you heard that day in the hall and how it wasn’t exactly all true.”

Her eyelids fluttered and she took a deep breath—while continuing to watch me with hesitant yet curious blue eyes. Score. She wet her bottom lip with her tongue before biting down on it. “And if I don’t care?”

“If you let me explain, and want nothing to do with me, I’ll respect your choice. I swear.”

She sighed, not meeting my eyes.

Shit, that wasn’t a good sign. “I fired Charles,” I said.

“Your agent?”

“Yes. After the shit he pulled in the hallway, with you. I should’ve done it years ago, but he got me a kick-ass contract when I first started playing and I was an idiot who didn’t know any better at the time.”

She nodded and stared at the flowers in her hand for a second. “When did you do that?”

“A week after I stopped talking to you.” I ran a hand down my face and took a step closer to her. She didn’t step back. “I was feeling really sorry for myself in the dugout during a game, and Gideon, of all people, told me to just fix it.”

“Fix it?”

“Yes, Blue Bell. Fix my life. Take control of it. I was so afraid of going to trial, afraid I would go to jail. Afraid of not playing with the Soles anymore. Afraid of hurting you. My life became this spiraling pit of me letting everyone else decide things. Not anymore.” I took another step closer and paused to catch my breath. I’d been speaking so fast I forgot to breathe. “I fired Charles. Told my lawyer to let them take me to court. I would fight it and win.”

“Wow.” She gulped and her chest moved up and down faster. “I saw they dropped the charges.”

“Yes.” I smiled and let out a small chuckle. “They did. It’s done. I sat out fifteen games to appease the commissioner and had a nice long talk with my coach. He doesn’t have a lot of say in what the front office guys do, but he believed me. He is on my side with all this shit and that’s enough for me.”

“So you could still not play for them?” she asked in a small voice, blinking up at me with blonde eyelashes. I could count her individual freckles at this angle, and that was all I wanted to do. Stare at her.

“Correct. I’m searching for a new agent right now. There’s this up-and-coming woman who I think has what I’m looking for.”

“What’s that?”

“Someone who won’t sell out someone else for the sake of a dollar.” My tone got serious now and I took the flowers and set them on the ground, took Sarah’s hand in mine and turned it over. “From that first walk we went on and pictures of us were all over? Charles leaked your name. I told him to stay the fuck out of it, but he didn’t listen. He sent you those flowers. He encouraged me to be seen with you and I tried to stop it. That date…”

“You said I would be helping you out.”

“Yes. I tried to tell you without so many words what kinda shit Charles was up to.” I kissed the back of her hand and trailed my fingers up her arm, onto her shoulder and under her chin. “I never agreed to do any of that shit. Ever. I would never do that. That night in the hallway…that was in my top worst nights of my life. The only thing worse was getting arrested. You heard Charles and I panicked. I freaked the fuck out. My life was a mess, Blue, a fucking mess, and with the pictures from the hotel bar, I let you believe what you heard.”

“Why?” She shook her head and her eyes got watery while she tried to look away from me. “You broke my heart, Brigham. I’m happy you’re getting your life back together, but you broke it.”

“I want to piece it back together.” I cupped her face and waited until she looked at me again. “I love you. I meant that when I said that night and I should’ve told you before I left for that road trip. We can go as slow as you want, but please let me be a part of your life again.”

She blinked. My lungs constricted. She could say no. She could. And I would have to walk out of the house. “That night at the hotel.”

“Ah, fuck.” I barked out a laugh. “That was staged, baby. Those chicks are influencers online and know how to stage a photo. I took two sips of my beer and went to my room to call you. It’s been you this whole time. Gideon and Bummy were there, wanting to cheer me up, and those chicks walked in… It was all for publicity for themselves. God, did you think I cheated on you? No.” I pushed away and tilted my head back, blowing out a long breath before eyeing her again. “I couldn’t answer your call because I was with my coach, asking him for a couple days off to get my shit together. It happened fast—getting on a plane, not beating the shit out of someone.”

“I would’ve supported you.”

Would’ve? Oh no. My heart raced and the same panic that had gripped me that night in the hotel started up. “Wait. What are you saying? Would’ve? Does that mean I have no fucking chance? What will it take, Sarah?” I paced the empty room, trying to come up with a new plan since this one had fucking failed. “I’ve never felt like this about anyone, ever. Doubt I ever will. If you’re ending it, just tell me.” I hung my head and waited. Silence grew between us and I looked up, not expecting her to be smiling at me.

“You’re a mess,” she said, dragging her teeth over her lip. “It’s cute.”

“Cute’s a good thing, right?” I walked back up to her, waiting for her permission to touch her again. She studied my face and reached up to run her fingers through my beard. I shuddered at her touch, desperate and wanting to bury my face in her neck. “I miss you. All the time. I hate that you’re here, not living with me, but I’m so fucking proud of you for doing this. Look at this house! It’s yours. I hate that I missed out on celebrating with you.”

“I miss you too.” She smiled big this time. “You know what’s weird? I just finished walking around the place, and the first person I wanted to call and talk to about it was you.”

Relief spread through my veins. “This is a good sign.”

“My mom and I made up, I think. She drove me here.” Sarah shrugged, but the slight redness to her cheeks gave her away. That was a huge deal for her. “She defended you, if you can believe it.”

“I know.”

“What?” She snapped her gaze to mine. “How would you?”

“She is the one who told me about today. Told me to stop hiding and be the man who deserved you.”

Sarah looked up to the ceiling, her chin wobbling a bit before a few tears fell down her cheeks. “Wow.”

“I was going to do it anyway, like next week, but I’m glad I didn’t wait.” Fuck it. I took her hand in mine again and pulled her to me. “Can we do this again?”

“Like, date?”

“I will be whatever you want me to be. We can date, live together, take it slow. Tell me.” I nuzzled her neck, breathing in her sweet smell, and picked her up. “I love you.”

“Yeah, I love you too,” she said, squealing when I swung her around. “Put me down!”

“Okay,” I said, barely letting her catch her balance before crushing my mouth to hers. She groaned once our lips touched and everything in my world made sense now. She slid her tongue into my mouth and I kissed the hell out of her. It was more than lust. It was a desperate kiss meant for lovers. “We’re okay now? You forgive me?”

“Yes.” She giggled and reached for my face again. “I missed your mouth, holy shit. I want more.”

“That was the sexiest thing you’ve ever said to me. Christ.” I picked her up again, wrapped her legs around my waist and kissed her until my legs got sore. My dick throbbed in my shorts, but this was all about Sarah, letting her decide the pace. If I had to wait a week, a month, I would find a way to survive. I moaned when she wiggled her core against my erection, and she pulled back with wide eyes. “What?”

“I don’t have a bed. Shit!” She rested her forehead on my chest, letting out a long growl. “I really want to be naked with you.”

Thank god.

“We’ll figure it out, baby.” I pushed her into the wall, holding her there when I took off her tank top. I removed her lacy bra next and I stared down at her tits, enjoying how free she was with me. “Oh, I’ve missed them.”

She giggled when I bent down and sucked one pink pointed tip into my mouth, pinching the other one with my fingers. She bucked against me, rubbing her fingers through my hair as I bit down on her nipple. “Brigham…wow.”

“Mm,” I responded, teasing the other one until she became a frenzied mess. Her eyes were wild and I bit her lower lip, holding her stare until I let go. “I fucking love you.”

She turned bright red and whispered it back before reaching for my shirt. “Your skin. I want.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I laughed when she took off my shirt and tossed it to the floor, but it evaporated from my face when she arched her hips further into me. “Fuck!”

“What?” She froze.

“I don’t have a condom.”

She got a sly look in her eye and hit my arm. “Let me down. I have one.”

“Uh, I hope it’s left over from us.”

She rolled her eyes, walked over to her discarded purse and bent down. It gave me a great view of her ass, and before she faced me again, I stopped her. “Take off your shorts and panties.”

“Okay.” She slid out of them, and I pulled her against my chest and used my fingers to spread her legs apart. She whimpered.

“God, you’re fucking sexy.” I bit down on her ear as I slid two fingers inside her, probing her and hoping like hell she remembered how good we were together. Her wetness just got me harder and I swirled her clit with my thumb, holding on to her when her legs got wobbly. “You gonna come for me in your new house, baby?”

“Y-yes,” she said, tensing and letting out the sexiest little cries. “I’m so close—oh. Oh!” I held on with my other arm while she orgasmed loudly, feeling so goddamn happy to be with her, I swore that I could float. It took her a full minute before she could breathe, and I spun her around and dropped my shorts. I had to be inside her again.

“Put it on for me, baby. My hands are shaking with need.”

She grinned and opened the package, sliding the rubber over my cock before I picked her up again. “Are you gonna do me against a wall?”

“You want me to?”

“Fuck yeah.”

Shit. Hearing her cuss like that somehow got me more turned on. I thrusted as her back hit the plain white wall. She cried out. I slammed into her over and over, losing all sense of time when I was inside her. She felt so fucking good and tightened her legs around me, causing me to pump harder. “I’m close, shit,” I groaned, bending low to kiss her again. She sucked my tongue and let out a strangled cry as she dug her nails into my arm. Her release set me off and I gave one final thrust before coming completely undone.

We panted, both our bodies covered in sweat, but it was the happiest I had been in months. I lifted my forehead off her shoulder and stared down at her. “You okay? That wasn’t too much?”

“Oh, no. I loved it.” She beamed back at me and tilted my chin so we were face-to-face. “Best homerun ever.”

“Goddamn it, you’re cute.” I laughed and pressed a soft kiss on her temple. “Let’s get dressed and maybe you can show me the place?”

“That sounds perfect.”

I set her down and we scrambled to get dressed. She took my hand and had the biggest smile while we toured her new business. We got to the second floor and she told me about the layout she wanted. I wiggled my eyebrows at her when she pointed out the bedroom. “Make sure you get a big bed.”

“Yeah? What for? I’m a small person.”

“When I stay here with you?” I teased, yanking her to me to kiss her because I knew what it felt like to not be able to do that. “Duh.”

“Pretty confident, hm? How often do you plan on doing that?”

“I’d live here if you’d let me.” I lowered my voice and watched her face pale. “I need to work on building the trust back between us, but, baby, you’re gonna be it for me. When I think about my life in five years, I want to be playing baseball and be coming home to you. Maybe we have ten dogs. Maybe more. But you are in every vision.”

“Wow.” She blinked away the shock and leaned into my embrace. “We’ll get a big bed. The biggest. And I’ll even give you a drawer.”

“Too much, too fast.”

She rolled her eyes before her expression got serious. “I want that, too. You, me, twenty dogs. We’ll figure it out.”

Yes, yes, we fucking would.

 

 


Epilogue

Five months later

Sarah

 

There was dog shit everywhere. “Bea! Damn it!” I yelled, grabbing the shovel and pail to scoop up the piles. One downside to having twenty dogs staying at the house at one time was the poop. Really didn’t think that part through. Bea was a black Lab that had three legs and a personality as subtle as a Real Housewife. She thought it was hilarious to poop on the mat right outside the door. The dog hung her head as I picked up her latest gift. After taking care of it, I reached over to pet her. “You’re okay. I still love you.”

“Talking to the dogs again?” Ethan said, leaning on the doorframe. “You’re going to lose it one day.”

“Already have. My sanity is gone.” I pushed up from my squatting position and held my hand over my eyes to block the sun. “What are you doing here? I thought we cut back your time here.”

“I want to work here full-time.”

“Um, no. You’re still going to school.” I shook my head. “You need a fancy degree and all that.”

“I can still go to school, but I want to work here until we find someone I trust enough to take over the books.” His expression was firm while I studied him, but he could never stay serious for too long. “As a founding member of Triple B, we can vote on it.”

“Your sister is the third option! Not fair!”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s still following protocol.”

“I can vote, if that helps,” Brigham said, walking into the backyard wearing my favorite outfit of his—torn jeans and a vintage sports shirt. I made wide eyes at him. “I’ll just side with Easy E, though.”

“What the hell? Are you all conspiring against me?” I huffed and crossed my arms over my chest. “Fine. You want to work here full-time? Do it. But if your grades drop, I’ll fire you.”

“You won’t.” Ethan grinned and fist-bumped Brigham before walking back inside. “Megan wants to work full-time too. Just giving you a heads-up.”

“Ugh.”

Brigham pushed off the door frame and cupped my face, pressing his lips against mine to the point I got heated. “Mm. I like your lips.”

“You really liked them last night, huh?” I teased, earning a barking laugh from my boyfriend. My first boyfriend. A real one. It still felt weird to say. He was just Brigham to me. “I thought you had some meetings at the stadium. Everything okay?”

After his team had had a good run in the playoffs, they’d offered him a three-year extension to his contract. That meant at least three years of us being in the same city.

“It was great. Just going over stuff before spring training starts in a week.” He kissed me again, lingering a bit, before tilting his head back. “You should let your friends work here more. Your business is soaring right now.”

“But they have school.”

“But you have an incredible opportunity for them to learn real shit, while working with their best friend. Could you use their help?”

“Yes,” I said, hating to admit it. We were at maximum capacity, between the rescues and boarded dogs, and there was a waiting list. It was insane. A crazy, wonderful, almost unbelievable type of insane that I never took for granted. “It would be great to have them be full-time.”

“Good.” He got a sneaky look in his eye again, one that either left me naked or suspicious. Sometimes both. “I bought you a gift.”

“Why in the world would you do that?” I hit his shoulder. “There is no occasion.”

“There is. This feels like one.” He held up a keychain with a huge bright blue fake crystal dangling next to a key. “It’s yours.”

“Wow.” I eyed it, trying not to laugh. “It’s, uh, beautiful.”

“It’s a key to my place,” he said, the sneaky look replaced with a more serious one. “You spend a lot of your time here, I get that. I would never expect you to not live here. But I want you to be able to come and go as you please at my place, if you want.”

“Like, move in together?”

“Yeah. Sorta. I mean, you’ll be here a lot and I’ll travel.”

“Wait!” I jumped out of his embrace and ran inside, opening a drawer and rifling through the junk—dog bags, lip balm, meds—until I found what I wanted. Ah! “Here.” I went back outside and handed the silver key to him.

“Blue Bell, I wasn’t expecting you to return the favor. It wasn’t like that.”

“I understand.” I smiled and held the obnoxious blue keychain to my chest. “However, if we are going to live together, we should do it at both places. I’ll always have a room here, but where we make a life together, it can be at two places.”

“But this is the key to your business. That’s huge,” he said, shaking his head with wide eyes. “This is different from giving you an apartment key.”

“Brigham, I know.” I cupped his face this time. “I trust you. You were joking about being a silent partner, but your voice matters here. You’re a part of me now, so why wouldn’t you want to be a part of Blue Bells Boarding?”

“Ah, fuck.” He blinked quickly before pulling me into a hug. “I wasn’t supposed to get all feely and emotional. Shit.”

I giggled into his chest and sighed, so damn happy it made my head spin. “I’m gonna find you the biggest, weirdest keychain though.”

“I expect no less.” He kissed the top of my head. “I love you, you beautiful blue-haired woman.”

“I love you too.” And I did. So much it hurt to breathe. “You sports ball sex-tutor of a man.”

He pulled back, amusement swirling in his eyes, before he let out a deep sigh. “Work on your compliments. That one sucked.”

“Whatever,” I teased. “Wait, we have to tell Fernie. He’ll shit a brick.”

Brigham laughed, bent down to pet Bea and looked up at me with all the warmth and care in the world. “Can’t wait to see how you do it.”

I couldn’t either.
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It didn’t matter how many damn to-do lists I had, or how many of those items I checked off—I could never sleep the night before the big event. My Rusty Nail, the best drink ever created, burned my throat in the perfect way and the adorable bartender slid me my second glass. He defined eye-candy with his plucked eyebrows, chiseled jaw and styled hair, a bit too young for the looks he was throwing my way. I had no issues with being a cougar, but there were lines I wouldn’t cross. He was one of them.

He flipped the towel in a dramatic fashion and I hid my snort. In a practiced move perfected by long nights with big tippers, he leaned over the bar onto his strong arms and batted his long lashes. He dipped his head slightly to the side and met my gaze. “Mama, what’s a pretty thing like you doing sitting at a bar alone?”

“Drinking. Strong, independent women are the new wave.” I scanned for a name tag and not at all over his uber-defined pecs. Tony grinned but leaned closer and crooked his finger for me to lean in. I wasn’t rude, so I appeased him.

“You must have a lot of confidence to sit alone.”

I tilted my head to the opposite angle and added a bit of attitude to my voice. “Incorrect. I have a lot of desire to drink alone.” I held up the glass. “Cheers, Tony.”

He got the hint and took his charm elsewhere. I closed my eyes and hummed in pleasure at the rich taste of Scottish whiskey and Drambuie. The honey and citrus combination almost calmed the nerves dancing around in my belly. Some people handled pressure fine. I did not. Stress began in my gut and spread throughout my limbs, making me second-guess every decision I had made regarding the event. Every decision. Like, why didn’t I order red polo shirts for the staff? Did I bring enough socks for the week?

Right, it didn’t matter. But my nerves got the better of me and whiskey was the answer to any question. I took another sip, the pain in my chest growing at the severity of my situation. I pinched the bridge of my nose, hoping to relieve some of my tension, but failed. I continued to replay my boss’s words. If I said them enough, then maybe they wouldn’t be true—if we didn’t make our threshold in revenue this year, then I wouldn’t have a job.

Being single at thirty-two when every goddamn person I knew had two-point-five kids and a house with four dogs and a partner was annoying. I loved my friends, coworkers, family—the whole lot of them. Even my younger brother who rarely showered had found a human who wanted to spend his life with him. I could handle their jabs about my personal life and if I was confused. But being single and unemployed was not a route I wanted to head down. Nope. No thank you.

It wasn’t as if I was awful or un-dateable. I took care of myself, ate healthily, worked out and had a normal amount of confidence and above-average conversational skills. I just didn’t like wasting time on small talk when I had to help run a multimillion-dollar Silvas car show. Ain’t no time for relationships when a wild ride in the sack suffices. Plus, why force a relationship if I knew it wasn’t going to work?

“You look like you’re trying to solve all the world’s problems,” someone said next to me. The voice was deep, a guttural masculine rhythm. It startled me a bit and I set my glass on the bar before giving the stranger my attention.

“Try again.”

“Excuse me?” His deep voice drew me in, instantly sending heat all the way down to my core. It made no sense to have this reaction to a voice, and I had to see if it matched his face.

I bit back a groan. It matched. Good god. Testosterone and sex just oozed off him in waves. Delicious waves. His jet-black hair went well with his soft hazel eyes and tan skin. Lines appeared on the edges around his eyes—a sign he lived a happy life. His jaw was sharp and defined, and his day-old beard didn’t hurt either. I grinned and adjusted my position to face him. His gaze moved from my face down to my legs. His nostrils flared twice and awareness burned through me while he continued his perusal back to my mouth.

Ten points to me for shaving and wearing the summer dress. Maybe it was the spark in his eyes that challenged me. Well, could be my feisty personality. But instead of going easy on the handsome man, I slowly ran my tongue over my teeth and tilted my head. “I said try again. That line you used is not original. I’ve heard it an obnoxious amount of times.”

He bit down on his bottom lip, doing nothing to hide his amusement. He raised his eyebrows and leaned an inch closer. “Do you find yourself at a bar alone drinking a gentleman’s drink often?” He transformed that smirk into a lazy smile that showcased two dimples. The goofy grin clashed with his broad shoulders and intimidating suit and tie but I sure as hell wasn’t complaining. Dimples were my kryptonite.

“I prefer to not classify drinks by gender. I drink what I like. We all should do what we like. Life is too short. But to answer your question, yes.”

He nodded and didn’t ask before sliding onto the bar stool next to me. His cologne teased me, the masculine scent like leather and mint and something…woodsy. I wanted to scoot closer and drag my fingers over his firm pecs, but refrained. I wasn’t sure I liked the guy, but my body didn’t care. He ordered an Old-Fashioned and winked when he held up his glass. “Clearly, we have great taste in drinks. To the whiskey of the world.”

We clinked glasses and he held my gaze throughout the entire sip. His throat moved and desire shot through me. It was such a simple gesture—a man taking a drink. But he did it so much better than all the other men I’d met at bars. He held it up, taking his time smelling the rich liquid, releasing a small moan. His long fingers made the glass seem so much smaller and ideas flew through my head as to what he could do with those hands… I cleared my throat and took another sip.

I didn’t have time for commitments of any kind, not with the Silvas car show lasting the next five days, but a fling with a stranger could help with the stress. It had been at least a month since I’d had an orgasm not produced by yours truly, and before I could rationalize my thoughts, my skin tingled in anticipation. I readjusted my legs, crossing the right over the left, and enjoyed his reaction. He followed the motion with his eyes and ran his tongue over his bottom lip, his mouth a little slack. Yeah, I had nice legs and was proud of it. I opened my mouth to speak but he beat me to it.

“You’re direct. I appreciate that.” He grinned again, the heat in his eyes unmistakable.

“Why waste time on small talk and fake conversations?” I pursed my lips at him and took my time studying every feature on his handsome face. The strong forehead, the slightly crooked nose, the dusting of gray around the temples giving him a beautiful silver fox look… My nipples tightened with need when he leaned closer—not enough to touch me, but enough for the air around us to ripple with tension. I ran a finger down my neck, drawing his attention to the low dip of my dress. He hummed in approval and I swore his cologne got stronger.

“Can I walk you back to your room when we finish our drinks? I know you’re independent, but I’d like to offer my help removing your dress.”

I smiled, held up my glass and downed the rest of the amber liquid. “How about I walk you back to your room and I help you remove your clothes?”

His eyes lit up with delight and he mirrored my action. Not two seconds later, our glasses were empty and I slid off the tall bar stool. He requested our drinks be charged to his room and he put his hand on my lower back to guide me toward the elevator. I was tall for a woman, two inches shy of six feet, but the handsome stranger still had half a foot over me. My limbs trembled at every small gesture. When he dug his fingers into my lower back, I felt it in my toes. He carefully brushed my hair off my shoulder and when the pads of his fingertips touched my skin, electrifying tingles broke out. My body was a puddle of hormones and lust.

“How long are you in town?” His throaty voice sent chills down my back as he pressed his lips against my ear. He had a commanding tone, strong and deep in timbre. I had no doubt he’d have a wildly successful career as a phone sex worker.

“Five more days,” I replied when the elevator doors pinged, announcing its arrival. My speech wasn’t recognizable with its hoarse tone. I cleared my throat. “You?”

“Same.”

The air stilled when the door shut. It was just the two of us in the small hotel elevator, my pulse racing as anticipation built inside me. My panties were soaked and I wanted nothing more than to have my way with the handsome stranger. “What floor should I push?”

“Tenth.” He brought his fingers to my neck and eased my long blonde hair off my shoulder. He trailed the delicate skin behind my ears, down my neck and the exposed part of my back. I shivered when he pressed his lips right where my spine met my neck. “Mm. Your skin is beautiful.”

He tightened his hold on my hips and pulled my back flush against him, his beard tickling me while he continued kissing tender parts of me. He brought one of his hands around and cupped my breast, pinching my taut nipple. “Braless?”

“It’s summer. Too hot to tame them.”

“Sexy. I love that.” He pressed the tip between his strong fingers and bit down on my ear just as the doors opened. “After you. Third door on the right.”

I strutted in front of him, ever so thankful for my long stride, and led us to his room. He didn’t rush, and my impatience grew. I was hot, horny and ready. He took his time getting out his key and slid his heated gaze my direction “What’s your name?”

“We don’t need to do this part, do we?” I tilted my head at the question. There were no misconceptions here. This was a hookup, a way to relieve stress and enjoy a hot night with a stranger. Names weren’t necessary.

“I want you screaming my name each time you come. So, yeah. We do need to do this.” His rough tone turned me on and my stomach swooped. “I’m Rylan.”

“Fern.”

His eyes twinkled and he repeated my name. I moaned at hearing it coming from his lips and he finally opened the door. He let me go in first but gave me no time to take in the surroundings. He picked me up, spreading my legs around his waist, and slammed my back into the door. Rough hands went around my hips and he brought his mouth to mine.

God, he kissed like a fucking summer storm. No warning. Aggressive. Powerful. Magical. The burn of the whiskey combined between us as we explored each other’s mouths. I arched my back when he bit down and sucked on my bottom lip. It gave me a moment to look into his eyes and the intensity there sent another wave of desire through me. It was electric.

Dirty. Animalistic.

I couldn’t satisfy my need to have him. I attacked his mouth, trying to taste all of him in that one kiss.

He groaned and brought a hand to my neck. He squeezed the skin where my collarbone met my shoulder and continued down my body until he got to my breasts. Without missing a beat, he brought his mouth down to my chest and pulled the fabric aside. His breathing got heavier with my breasts exposed, the hitch in his breath causing all sorts of sensations in my core. “Gorgeous. Just gorgeous.”

He sucked the sensitive nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it. I jumped with pleasure and fisted his hair. “Yes, use your teeth.”

He hummed and bit down, mixing the point of pain and pleasure. He repeated the action on my other breast and I bucked against him. “I love your reactions.”

I used his break to slide down his body, enjoying his erection bursting to get out of his pants. Size was so not an issue. “Lose the clothes, Rylan.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled and set me on the ground. It was a highly intimate moment between strangers, but I didn’t give two shits. My body was alive. I whipped off my dress and removed the thin black panties that were already ruined. I stood there, naked and needy, and admired the curves of his muscles. His pecs were defined, but his abs and arms were just as impressive. “I’m having a hard time focusing with your fine ass watching me, Fern.”

“I didn’t take you for needy,” I goaded him. His eyes changed from light to a darker hue, now almost green, and his arousal grew. Drunk on power, I undid his belt buckle and helped slide his slacks off. His cock sprang free and my core throbbed with need. I desperately wanted to feel all of him inside me, stretching me thin and making me forget my name.

“You’re licking your lips looking at my dick. My self-restraint only has so much control.” His voice came out huskier and I grinned.

“It’s a nice dick. I want to ride it.” I reached out and wrapped my fingers around it. I felt his heartbeat in his swollen cock, the head displaying a small bead of moisture. My hand almost covered half of it and I gave him a couple of pumps. He shook at my touch but I didn’t get more than ten strokes before he picked me up and tossed me onto the bed. “Woah!”

“You’re sexy as hell,” he said, his tone exciting me. His face had a predatory smile and I was into it. Really into it. He didn’t wait for me to respond before kissing and sucking the sensitive skin around my neck and down my ribcage. He brought his fingers to my clit and swirled around it, inserting two fingers inside me. “You’re soaked. All for me. Mm.”

“Go faster,” I said into his neck. The faint scent of sweat mixed with his cologne and it made me drunk. He finger-fucked me to the point I was desperate, seconds away from exploding, but he removed them. “I’m desperate. Don’t stop.”

“I can’t watch you scream my name like this.” He slid down the bed so he kneeled on the floor. I thought he was about to go down on me, but he spread my legs apart and used two hands. Ten digits. It was too much. My legs tightened. A burning hot wave of pleasure started in my clit and spread to my limbs. He increased the pressure on my swollen clit and explored the rest of my folds, letting me ride out the wave.

“Rylan, fuck. Yes!” I arched my back and screamed. My legs shook as the orgasm settled down, but he didn’t give me any time to recover.

“I can’t get enough of your reactions. You’re dynamite.”

“It’s your touch,” I replied but grabbed a pillow to muffle my response when he hovered over me and put his teeth down on my nipple. He used one hand to stroke me while giving me the perfect combination of pain and pleasure. He worked me right to the point where the teasing became too much, and I moaned when a second orgasm took control. I yanked his hair and dragged his face to mine, desperate to taste him again.

This kiss was just as aggressive, but there was warmth in his eyes when I glanced at him. Our bodies clung together, the heat building between us until a dull ache began in my core. I wanted all of him. Reading my needy moans, he pressed one last kiss on my lips before getting off the bed. He sheathed himself in a condom from his wallet and gave me a long look. “You’re sure?”

A part of me appreciated the gesture, the last question. But my pussy throbbed and I was going to die if he didn’t enter me soon. “One thousand percent. Get inside me, Rylan.”

His grin was the perfect answer. He held on to my hips and thrust into me in one swift motion. I swore I saw stars. I gripped the sheets around us while he groaned in pleasure. It was intoxicating, knowing he enjoyed it. But the position wasn’t doing enough for me. I motioned for him to go to his back and he obeyed.

“God, you’re a sight Fern,” he breathed. His voice dropped an octave lower, his pupils almost blocking out the green orbs. I slid down onto his cock, releasing a long growl when he stretched me further than I had been in a long while. “Jesus, you feel amazing.”

I grinned and pushed his hands above his head, pinning them down. I rocked my hips, perfected by years of doing Zumba, and he lost control. He slammed his mouth to mine, our teeth clashing as I rode him. Our bodies blended into one and sweat dripped down my spine. He broke free of my restraint and squeezed my ass.

A third orgasm was close. I could feel it, my stomach muscles clenching when we found our rhythm. He read me like a goddamn book and brought his thumb to my clit. I dug my nails into his firm skin and quickened my pace, leaning forward. The pressure was perfect and I clung to him, screaming his name, riding out the orgasm. He tightened his hold on my hips when he tensed.

“Say my name when you come, Rylan,” I commanded with the little voice I still had. His eyes lit up and he obliged. My name left his lips as he did three final thrusts before the sexiest sound came from his mouth. It was a growl and a moan and fuck if I didn’t want to keep it.

“Christ,” he said between pants. “Incredible.”

He picked me up like I weighed nothing—and I was a curvy woman—and set me on the bed next to him. He patted my ass and gave me a swift kiss on the shoulder. “Let me clean up. Stay put.”

I always appreciated hook-ups where the stranger gave me the needed recovery time. I could catch my breath without worrying about what was next. My body was flushed, my legs shaking from the strong orgasms. I didn’t have time to get up before he came out of the bathroom and plopped back on the bed.

“You can stay if you’d like.” He leaned on his elbow and my heart lurched. He looked so perfect with his lone curl escaping in the front. I never stayed but I almost thought about it with him. Almost.

“Can’t. I have a huge event tomorrow. My job may or may not be on the line.”

“I have every confidence in you.”

“Thanks, handsome.” I re-dressed quickly, forgoing my panties. The stress of the event came back despite the three orgasms and I gave Rylan one more glance. “You know…I wouldn’t be opposed doing this again while you’re in town.”

His entire face lit up in a grin and he grabbed a hotel key from his nightstand. “Five more nights here. Come in any time after nine.”

“Awful trusting of you, just meeting me,” I said, looking at the white key card in my hand. The gesture moved me…it was too trusting. But I couldn’t stop the excitement at the thought of seeing him again.

“Sweetheart, I’ve just been inside you and made you scream my name three times. I’m game if you are, but the ball’s in your court.” He relaxed into his pillows, his entire body loose and on display.

I licked my lips and gave him another glance. “Then I guess we’ll see what happens.”

“Can’t wait.”

Then I left the amazing specimen of a man in the room and went to obsess over the car show that could very well be my last one.
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