
  
    [image: Marrying My Best Friend’s BFF]
  


  
    
      MARRYING MY BEST FRIEND’S BFF

      A SECRET ROMANCE, ROMANTIC COMEDY

      
        LOVE YOU FOREVER

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        ALEXIS WINTER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: RR Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright 2025 by Alexis Winter - All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        In no way is it legal to reproduce, duplicate, or transmit any part of this document in either electronic means or in printed format. Recording of this publication is strictly prohibited and any storage of this document is not allowed unless with written permission from the publisher. All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Respective authors own all copyrights not held by the publisher.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A heartfelt thank you to my amazing readers for continuing to support my dream of bringing sexy, naughty, delicious little morsels of fun in the form of romance novels.

      

        

      
        A special thank you to my incredible editor, Kimberly Stripling, without whom I would be completely lost!

      

        

      
        Thank you to my fantastic cover designer, Sarah Kil, who always brings my visions to life in the most outstanding ways.

      

        

      
        And lastly, to my ARC team and beta readers—you are wonderful, and I couldn’t do this without you.

      

      

      
        
          [image: signature]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I’M THAT GUY…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The one that rejected his best friend and broke her heart on national television—then secretly fell in love with HER best friend, got her pregnant...and took off.

      

        

      
        Before you write me off and think I’m just another heartless dick,

        My best friend got her happily ever after….with my brother.

      

        

      
        I’ve always been the love ‘em and leave ‘em type.

        There’s no point in denying it.

        I’m the guy that you warned your girlfriends would break their heart.

      

        

      
        But I don’t want that life anymore.

        I, Preston Young, want a happily ever after.

        The kick you in the gut kind of love that makes you act like an idiot and annoy everyone with your sickly cute nicknames.

      

        

      
        And the woman I want it with…well, that’s where the shit hit the fan.

      

        

      
        First, they introduced me to Riley.

        And when I tell you she’s got IT, I’m talking knock you on your ass, wipe the drool off your chin IT.

        Spontaneous, confident, long tan legs I want to wrap around my head and a mouth I can’t seem to resist.

      

        

      
        And then, they dropped the hammer.

        “I’m only going to say this once, so pay attention. Riley is off-limits.”

        You’ve got to be f-ing kidding me.

      

        

      
        You think I listened?

        Hell, I tried to be good…but like I said earlier, she’s pregnant.

      

        

      
        My future with Riley is all that matters and I only have one chance to make things right.

      

        

      
        Now if I can just convince this tenacious woman I’m worth a damn chance.
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            PRESTON

          

        

      

    

    
      Pregnant. My best friend, the one who—up until a few months ago—was in love with me, is now pregnant and marrying my brother. How the fuck did we get here? I feel like my whole world is a snow globe and someone just grabbed it off its perfect little shelf and shook the ever-loving shit out of it. My best friend, who has always been by my side, was picked up and thrown across the globe, landing in my brother’s arms. I know one thing for sure: This is a summer I’ll never forget.

      I think back to that Fourth of July weekend we spent at home—the one where I told Piper I was possibly in love with her.

      “I think I might be in love with you, Piper.”

      She giggles. “I don’t think so, Preston. I think you’re just confused by seeing Calvin and me together so much. Maybe even a little jealous.” She looks up at me from beneath her long, dark lashes and bites down on her bottom lip. It only makes me remember how soft they were against mine—how sweet.

      “Maybe, but lately, I look at you and see how beautiful you are and how much you’ve grown up. Maybe it’s time for me to grow up too. If I could do that, then we could be together, because then I wouldn’t ruin this.”

      My words must scare her, because she stands up and takes a step back, like she doesn’t even know who I am anymore and doesn’t want to be this close to a stranger. “No, Preston. We could never be together. You were right. We’re friends. We’ll always be friends, but we couldn’t ever be more. I love you. I do. You’re my best friend and I’d do anything in the world for you, but I’m not in love with you. In fact, I don’t think I was in love with you when I took you on that show. I just thought I was.”

      I stand up and move toward her. “Are you saying that if I kissed you right now, you’d push me away?”

      She licks her lips like she’s preparing for a kiss, but then she nods her head. “Yes. Pres, we can’t go there. If you were thinking straight, you’d see that, just like you did before. Don’t let my friendship with Calvin confuse you into thinking you want something you don’t.”

      I take another step. “You’d push me away?” I can’t help the smirk that forms. “Let’s find out.” I take one more step forward, reach for her, and pull her against my chest, my lips finding hers. Fuck, her lips are just as soft as I remember them being. So damn sweet and teasing. Her body seems to mold to mine as her scent travels up my nose and intoxicates me. What the fuck was I thinking before? How could I not want this every day? She’s perfect for me. She’s always been perfect. She’s always had my back, even when I was in the wrong. That’s how much she believes in me. I was selfish for keeping her on the hook the way I did. I was just too afraid of screwing up and losing her for good.

      I move my lips against hers, but she doesn’t budge. She doesn’t kiss me back. As a last resort to make her see, I slide my tongue into her mouth. It only brushes against hers for a moment before she’s pushing me away.

      “See? There’s nothing between us. Did you feel tingles? See fireworks? Did that kiss make your heart race, your breathing pick up?”

      Yes.

      She shakes her head. “It didn’t for me. I think you should go, Preston.”

      I really made a mess of things that night. She was right about one thing: I was confused by the closeness she shared with Calvin. But she was also wrong. I am in love with her. But I’m a dumbass for not having realized it sooner. I love her enough to let her go and be happy. That’s what she deserves after all.

      I think I’ve been doing a good job of keeping my feelings hidden. I really am happy for both of them. Calvin told me how he’s always had a thing for her. Looking back now, I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. And Piper deserves someone like Calvin who will love her wholeheartedly, take care of her, and be there when she needs him. There’s no way I’m going to screw up what the two of them have finally found.

      But that also leaves me feeling a little alone. Before, I had two people to fall back on when I was bored or lonely. Now, those two people are together, and when I’m around, I feel like I’m butting into a personal moment. I think the only chance I have at getting over Piper will be to find someone for myself.

      I need to find someone to love who will love me back. I mean, I’m 25 years old and I’ve never in my life been in a serious relationship before. At the time of the show, I couldn’t see myself with Piper, or anyone else for that matter. All I wanted to do was have fun. Go out drinking. Take trips and go on adventures. I didn’t want anyone holding me back from living my life the way I wanted. But now that Calvin and Piper are set to get married and they’re having a baby, it makes me see how stupid I’ve been. I wouldn’t be trading one life for another. I’d be creating more life—more to love, more moments to share with someone special.

      It’s settled. I’ll force myself to grow up and find someone I want to spend my life with. Being single is great and fun, but being alone sucks. Now that I’ve decided I want to be in a relationship, where do I go to find one? That’s something I’ve always avoided before. It’s not like I can just run down to Target and be like, “Uh, yes, I would like one girlfriend, please?” I can’t order one from Amazon Prime either. How do people meet other people?

      Ugh, I’m not even in a relationship yet and it’s already driving me crazy.

      Either way, I don’t have time to think about it, because I’m crashing some kind of dinner that Calvin and Piper have planned. I wasn’t exactly invited, but I heard them talking about hosting her friend Riley. I figure if she’s going to be acting the part of godmother, then I need to be involved too.

      I pull on my shoes and leave my apartment, climbing behind the wheel and making the drive over to her house. There’s a strange car in the driveway when I pull up, and I assume it belongs to Riley. I smile to myself as I climb out and let myself into the house—and into the fridge, where I grab two beers. I slip one into my pocket and open the other, taking a sip as I step out onto the patio. The three of them are already lounging on the patio, surrounding the grill.

      I look her up and down. “Who’s this?”

      Piper rolls her eyes at my bluntness. “Preston, this is Riley. Riley, Preston. He’s Calvin’s brother and my best friend since kindergarten.”

      Riley looks up at me and this funny thing happens. I forget to breathe. I’ve never seen anyone like her. She’s beautiful with her sun-kissed skin and chocolatey eyes. When the wind blows, a tree branch moves and allows the sunlight to hit her perfectly. Those chocolate eyes also have a hint of caramel to them. Her long, sleek black hair blows in the wind behind her like she’s in a damn shampoo commercial. I feel myself inhale—trying to get a scent. Did I just sniff the air like a damn dog?

      She holds out her hand to shake. “It’s nice to finally meet the man who broke my best friend’s heart on national television.”

      My mouth opens, but I don’t know what the fuck to say to that shit. She’s straight up calling me out. I look from her, to Piper, and then to Cal. “Umm . . . I . . .” Yep, nothing. Still can’t think of anything to say.

      She bursts out laughing, showing me her perfectly-straight white teeth. Yup, she’s perfect. “I’m just joshing ya. Relax.”

      I feel the anxiety leave me in a wave, but I need to sit down. I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath and now I’m feeling a little lightheaded.

      Everyone takes a seat and Calvin reaches over to hold Piper’s hand. “Riley, we actually have something to tell you,” she starts.

      “Wow, this feels very formal. And all without a drink in my hand.”

      I pull the beer out of my pocket and hand it over. It’s the least I can do.

      She laughs. “Thanks.” She pops it open and takes a sip, turning her attention back to Piper and my brother.

      Piper swallows down her nervousness. “As you know, Calvin and I are getting married this winter.”

      Riley nods.

      “Well, the reason we’re having the wedding so soon is because I’m pregnant!”

      Riley’s eyes bug out and her mouth drops open, the corners turning up slightly. “What? Seriously?”

      Piper smiles and nods. “And since you and I are so close, I was wondering if you would consider being the baby’s godmother.”

      “Godmother? That’s a thing?” she asks, pulling her brows together as she picks at the label on the bottle.

      “I mean, it’s mostly just a promise to help guide the baby when he or she needs it. Be a parent without all the responsibilities,” Piper tells her.

      “Oh. And who’s the godfather?” she asks.

      You rang?

      I smile wide and holds up my hand. “It’s going to be you and me, baby.” I wink at her, almost blowing her a kiss, but I hold back at the last moment.

      “That in no way, shape, or form means that you two get to have sex,” Piper says, pointing a finger between the two of us, killing all the fun. She used to be fun, but when she got with my brother, that all went out the window.

      “What?” she asks.

      Piper waves off her question. “Preston is stupid and thought that him being the godfather was a free pass to try out the godmother.”

      “I’m still down to try,” I offer, wagging my brows and nodding my head.

      “Riley, I’m sorry my brother is such a dumbass,” Calvin says, glaring at me. He’s clearly afraid I’m going to chase her off.

      Riley laughs. “Yes, I’ll be the godmother!”

      “You will?” Piper asks.

      She nods. “Yes, how could I pass up being a member of this family?”

      Piper stands up and pulls her in for a hug. “Thank you so much. And don’t worry about Preston. We all just beat the shit out of him when he needs it. Now that you’re in the family, you have that right too.” Piper smiles over at me.

      “Hey!” I blurt out.

      Piper rolls her eyes as they take their seats once again. “Now that that’s done,” she looks over at Riley, “I’ll get you your wine. Preston, I guess you’ll need another beer since you gave Riley your spare?”

      I shoot her a grin. “You know it.”

      She shakes her head but stands up to move into the kitchen.

      Calvin flips the steaks and goes inside, saying something about a water bottle.

      I look over and find Riley still picking at the label on her bottle. “So, you’re Riley?”

      She glances over at me and nods while forcing a smile. “And you’re the famous Preston I’ve heard so much about.”

      I smile. “I’m famous?”

      She shrugs one shoulder. “Mostly as the asshole who ran away from a beautiful woman on TV, so more like infamous. What’s wrong with you?” she asks around a laugh.

      I let out a sigh and rub my hand over my face. “I don’t even know anymore,” I admit, and it’s true. Not a day passes that I don’t wish I could go back and relive that day—tell Piper that I love her too. Then maybe my little snow globe would be reset.

      She reaches over and places her hand on my arm. “Hey, we all make mistakes. It’s just not usually on national TV.” She offers up a breathtaking smile and I can’t help but laugh with her.

      I shake my head. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

      She purses her lips together and seems to mull it over. “Maybe. Maybe not. I guess we’ll just have to see.”

      I know nothing about Riley, but I can already tell she’s as big a flirt as I am. So naturally, I’m drawn to her like a moth to a flame.

      Calvin comes back out and sprays down the flames on the grill. I pay him no mind as I take in Riley. She’s completely oblivious to the fact that I’m staring at her, and I like that about her. I can tell she’s a no-bullshit type of girl. She doesn’t think the world owes her something because of her looks. Fuck, I bet she doesn’t even know how beautiful she is. I love her style too. She’s wearing a pair of cutoff jean shorts that are light in color like they’ve been acid-washed. They show off her long, tanned legs perfectly. Her glossy black toenails pop against her Birkenstock sandals. Her shirt has an album cover by The Strokes on it, but the sleeves and the bottom of the shirt have been cut off, revealing her beautiful shoulders and tight abdomen. I can’t help but lick my lips as I take her in. She’s incredibly cool, like she gave no thought to the kick-ass outfit she put together, yet she pulls it off effortlessly.

      “Preston, can I talk to you for a minute?” Calvin asks, nearly making me jump.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure.” I stand and walk with him into the kitchen just as Piper is walking back out with a glass of wine for Riley and a bottle of beer for me. She hands off the beer before slipping out the sliding glass door.

      I finish off my first beer and toss the bottle into the trash can before opening the new one. “What’s up, man?”

      He turns toward me and his face is red. I wonder what he’s angry about. “I’m only going to say this once, so pay attention, okay?”

      I nod and take another drink.

      “Riley is off limits. Got that? No friendship between you two. No dates. No hookups. No relationship of any kind. Okay?”

      “Of course,” I say, putting my hands up like I have no idea what he’s talking about. “I don’t even know the girl. Damn, what crawled up your ass and died?” I lean against the island in the center of the kitchen.

      “I know you don’t know her, but I saw the way you were looking at her out there. There’s drool all over your shirt right now. And you’re Preston.”

      I look down at it but there isn’t. What’s he talking about? “No, there’s not,” I argue.

      He hangs his head and lets out a long breath. “Just repeat after me: ‘I will not have any contact with Riley.’”

      I roll my eyes. “What’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal?” His eyes widen. “The big deal is that she’s my fiancée’s best friend. I know how you are. You’d reel her in, take what you want, then leave her hurt and brokenhearted. She’d come crying to Piper, then Piper would be upset. And she doesn’t need that stress with the baby. So, again, I want you to repeat after me: ‘I will not have any contact with Riley.’”

      “I will not have any contact with Riley. Yeah, yeah, I get it. Happy now?”

      He smiles and nods his head. “Very. Now, let’s go back outside. We don’t want to be rude.” He grabs a tray of food and heads back out to the patio. I stand back and watch him go, annoyed that he took away my best friend and is now telling me who I can and can’t date. Who does he think he is? Obviously, anything that happens between us will stay between us, and as long as I’m up front about my intentions, what’s the problem?

      What are my intentions? I just told myself to stop with the random hookups and try to find someone I want to spend the rest of my life with. Could that be Riley? Who knows? But I won’t find out until I get a taste. I really should get to know her better before I decide. I grab my beer and head back out, taking my seat.

      “So, Riley, do you work with Piper at the magazine?” I ask.

      Her dark eyes find mine and she smiles a little before nodding. “Yeah, that’s right. We met in college and became good friends right off the bat. It was completely by chance that we ended up at the same place, but I’m glad we did. It’s fun working with your best friend.”

      I look over at Calvin and he’s shooting daggers at me with his eyes, but I ignore him and turn my attention back to her. “Do you both write the same kinds of pieces?”

      “It’s really just luck of the draw. No two pieces are the same and you just get what you get.” She shrugs. “What is it that you do, Preston?”

      “I’m a systems analyst for the Chicago Cubs. I can get you into any game you want.” I flash her a smile.

      “That’s impressive,” she replies. “I love baseball, so I might take you up on that.”

      “Anytime.”

      “Riley, have I shown you the room we’re going to be using for the baby?” Piper jumps in to ask.

      “No, not yet.”

      “Come on. I’ll show you and you can help me decide on a color.” The two of them get up and walk into the house, leaving me alone with Calvin.

      “Do we need to repeat it again?” he asks.

      I scoff. “No, man, I was just trying to be friendly. I mean, if we’re going to be the godparents, I figured we’d be thrown together a lot and I should play nice. That’s all. You act like I can’t even have a conversation with her without it suddenly turning into a porno.”

      “Mm-hmm,” he mumbles as he sets down the tongs and comes to sit at the table.

      The girls end up coming back outside, but the two of them are so engrossed in conversation that I don’t even get a chance to talk again. After the first 15 minutes, I give up and resort to occupying myself with my drink. Dinner is finally ready, and I end up eating so much steak that I’m ready to crash.

      I push away from the table. “Well, guys, thanks for dinner, but I think I’m going to take off. Riley,” I turn to face her, “it was nice to meet you.”

      She looks up at me with her big, brown eyes and smiles. “You too, Preston, but guys,” she turns to face them, “I think I’m going to take off too. I have to work in the morning and I haven’t even had a chance to get anything done around the house.”

      Calvin and Piper end up walking us to the door and there’s so much talking I don’t even understand it. When the door closes, I let out a long breath. “Man, they sure can talk, can’t they?”

      Riley laughs and nods as we head down the front steps. “They sure can, but they’re happy, so it’s understandable.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” We make it to the driveway and she stops at her car door. It feels like she’s waiting for something. “Hey, are you busy right now? Want to grab a coffee and hang out or something?” I ask.

      She looks me up and down with her lips pressed tightly together. But they turn up slightly in the corners. “Yeah, I guess I’ve got a few minutes.”

      I smile. “Meet me at the Starbucks on the corner across from Walgreens?”

      “Sure.” She gets into her car and I turn around to climb into mine.

      A little while later, I’m pulling up to her already-parked car. I climb out just as she does, meeting each other in front of our vehicles. I open the door for her and we both walk in. With it being so late in the day, the place isn’t busy, so we place our orders and move to the end of the counter to get our coffee. I notice that she drinks the same thing as Piper, and that makes me smile as I take my coffee and move to sit at a table.

      “So, what do you think about all this ‘godparents’ business?” I ask, wanting to break the ice.

      She laughs. “Oh, man. Do they even know who they asked?” she asks, eyes wide with confusion. “I mean, I’ve never held a kid in my life! And I’m not exactly the role model type if you know what I mean. I go on too many dates, drink entirely way too much, and can’t force myself to be a normal adult. That shit sucks!”

      I laugh. “God, I’m glad it’s not just me. I know nothing about kids. I just hope this is more of a title than an actual job. We’re supposed to help guide the kid? If he comes to me with a question, I’m sure I’ll probably tell him the exact wrong thing to do. I mean, I can’t even guide myself!”

      She laughs and nods. “Same. It’s so crazy that they’re even having kids already. I don’t mean because they haven’t been together that long, because they’ve known each other their whole lives. I just mean . . . she’s 25! That’s how old I am and I couldn’t imagine having a kid right now. I’m still a kid myself.”

      I let out a sigh. “Finally, someone understands me. I mean, it’s not 1940. We have more choices now. We’re not expected to get married and start popping out kids as soon as we’re legal. I don’t want to rush into things, you know? I just want to kick back, take it easy, and have fun. I can’t imagine getting off work and coming home to a family.”

      “I agree 100 percent.” She nods.

      I pick up my coffee and take a sip, trying to think of something else to talk about. “So, you like The Strokes?” I ask, pointing to her shirt.

      “Absolutely. What kind of music do you listen to?” She leans forward and so do I.

      “I like everything, honestly. I like alternative, rock, some rap. I like a lot of stuff I grew up on. My parents were always blasting ‘80s rock.”

      “Mine too.”

      The two of us sit at Starbucks until we’re kicked out. We talk about music, movies, books, and sports. I feel like I’m actually getting to know her a little and it just leaves me wanting to know more. A part of me was hoping to get to know her so I’d find something that would draw me to her a little less with Calvin’s warning, but that totally backfired on me. Everything I’ve discovered just makes me like her that much more.

      I walk her out to her car and we’re talking about that damn show Piper took me on. She’s laughing at my panicked expression and the way I ran off stage, ripping at the microphone. I can’t help but laugh with her. Not that I think it’s funny, but I love the way she laughs so freely. I love how she’s not always serious—that she knows how to kick back and have a little fun.

      We stop at her car door and she puts her hand on the handle but doesn’t move to open it.

      As our laughing dies down, I say, “Well, thanks for coming out with me. I had a really good time.”

      She nods and offers me a smile. “I did too. Now I know why Piper was always talking about you. You’re a fun guy. We should do this again sometime.”

      I can’t hold back my smile. “I’d like that,” I say, feeling myself being pulled closer to her.

      She looks up at me and wets her lips. Without overthinking, I lean in and press mine to hers. They’re soft—so soft—and welcoming. Her tongue comes out and finds mine as her hands move up to my neck. Her fingers lace through my hair as she pulls me closer and deepens our kiss. My body comes alive in ways I’ve never experienced before. There’s this wave of tingles that starts in my stomach and floods my body. My stomach tightens and flips. My heart races and my lungs work harder for air. I’m only getting started when she breaks the kiss and takes a step back.

      She smiles up at me. “Good night, Preston.”

      I return her smile. “Night, Riley.” I step back and watch as she climbs into her car, backs up, then drives away. I stand there motionless until her tail lights are no longer in view.

      Calvin asked me to stay away and it seemed like Piper was on his side, yet I’ve never been good at listening. They both know that. I was told not to have contact with her and I kissed her. I should feel ashamed of myself, but I don’t. I only feel happy and excited to see where this leads.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            RILEY

          

        

      

    

    
      What the hell have I done? I kissed my best friend’s best friend! And it’s not like she casually told me, “Oh, this is my best friend.” No, it was actually, “This is my best friend who up until a short time ago, I was completely in love with.” I know she’s with Calvin now and they seem very happy, but what if, deep down, she still has feelings for Preston? I know she’d never act on them, but how would she feel about me starting something up with him?

      And not only that, but what if we don’t work out? We’re the godparents to this baby. I assume we’re going to be together a lot: birthday parties, family parties, holidays, important events. Could I face him at all of those events if things end badly? What if it puts a strain on Piper and Calvin? Us getting together would be good for no one else involved. However, he’s good-looking, charming, and funny. He’s a blast to be around. He’s tall, dark, and handsome. And he works for the Chicago Cubs! How cool is that?

      Even though I know I should keep my distance from him, I don’t know if that’s possible. But at the same time, I know it’s for the best. God, why does he have to be so perfect? Why couldn’t he be ugly or boring or something? We have all the same interests in common and he’s an amazing kisser. And I bet that isn’t all he’s amazing at.

      I take a deep breath and pull down the overhead mirror in my car—staring at myself for a minute. “Stop it, Riley. This guy is off limits and you’re just going to have to accept it,” I say aloud as I jab a finger at my own face in the mirror.

      I make the drive home and let myself into my apartment. I drop my keys onto the table by the door and lock up for the night. I head toward the shower to get that out of the way before I do some laundry, but my phone beeps. I grab it to see a text from Preston.

      Completely random, but I just got my season passes. Busy this weekend?

      Excitement washes over me and I speedily type out a reply.

      OMG, yes!!

      I can’t stop myself from accepting. I mean, who could? We can go as friends. In fact, I’ll tell him that. I’ll lay out everything I’m thinking and see if he agrees. If he does, great. If not, then I’ll have no choice to but to keep my distance for the safety of everyone involved.

      Good. Pick you up Saturday at noon?

      Perfect. I’ll send you my address. See you then.

      It takes way too long for Saturday to arrive, but when it finally does, I wake up at the butt crack of dawn because I’m too excited to sleep. It’s killed me all week, but I’ve managed to refrain from talking to Piper about Preston. I didn’t tell her about our little coffee date or our kiss. I didn’t mention today’s baseball game. On one hand, it kind of sucks. I like talking to my best friend about the things that are going on in my life and guys I’m really into. But on the other hand, it’s kind of fun doing something I know is off limits. Plus, it’s not like we’re sleeping together. If anything, we’re just becoming friends. Since we’re practically in the same family now, we should get to know each other.

      I dress in a pair of shorts and a blue Cubs tank top. I pull my hair into a low ponytail and put on my Cubs hat, threading my hair through the opening in the back. I don’t put on much makeup, since I know I’ll probably sweat most of it off by the end of the day. It’s going on noon when there’s a knock at the door. I sprint over but take a moment to catch my breath before pulling it open to see Preston on the other side.

      “Hey.” He smiles and his icy eyes light up. God, my panties just hit the floor.

      “Hey,” I reply with a smile of my own, hoping my face isn’t bright red from that little thought about my panties.

      “Are you ready to go?” he asks, stepping inside as I turn to gather my things.

      “Just about.” I open my purse and grab my ID, phone, keys, and cash. I load down my pockets; I refuse to lug around a purse all day. “Ready.” I turn to face him and he opens the door for me.

      As we walk down the hallway to the elevator, I can’t keep my eyes off his reflection in the windows that line the wall. This seems safer than actually checking him out. He’s wearing a blue Cubs hat similar to mine, but he has these little dark curls that are popping out beneath it. He’s wearing a pair of baggy khaki shorts and a Cubs T-shirt. The shirt hugs his big biceps perfectly and the shorts hang from his hips in a delicious way. With all the blue he’s wearing, his icy eyes shine and light up. His tanned skin—not to mention the dark shadow along his sharp jaw—seems more prominent against the bright-blue shirt and hat.

      We step into the elevator and he pushes the button for the ground floor. I see him take me in from the corner of his eye.

      “You look nice today.” He flashes me a smile of his perfectly straight, white teeth.

      I can’t hold back my giggle. “Thanks. You too.” I’m suddenly feeling nervous, like this is a really important first date, even though I’ve told myself we’re only hanging out as friends. Which reminds me . . . we need to have that conversation at some point today.

      “Have you eaten? Do you want to stop somewhere or eat at the field?”

      The doors open and we walk out into the lobby. “I’m good with hot dogs and nachos. Plenty of beer too.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “I’m glad you call them hot dogs and not wieners.”

      I snort. “I’m guessing Piper told you about the hot dog eating contest she won?”

      He laughs harder. “Even showed me the picture. I told her to delete that shit and deny it if anyone asks if that was her.”

      A smile tugs at my lips. “She’s proud of that accomplishment.”

      “So, do you have any hidden talents like that?” he asks, holding the door open and allowing me to step out ahead of him.

      “I once had a shot-slamming war with this guy at a bar. He was an old drunk who was always there. The man liked free drinks, and if you paid, he’d play along. Once a week, he would take the challenge against one of us drunk college kids. Anyway, my week popped up and I couldn’t turn it down. All my friends were there, watching and rooting me on.”

      “Who won?”

      I feel sick just thinking about that memory. “He did. He did that shit every week! I had seven shots of rum to his 11. I was literally sick for a week. Thought I was going to need to get my stomach pumped. God, the dumb things we do when we’re young.”

      He opens the car door and I slide inside as he laughs. He takes his place behind the wheel and says, “You know, one time back in high school, Piper and I talked our parents into letting us go see Calvin in college over spring break, but we didn’t actually go. We went to Florida and got hammered on the beach. There was this group of stoners there, and they were drinking something out of a clear glass jar, and they offered it to me.” He laughs. “I sat and hung out with them and drank their homemade shit. I nearly died. Piper had to get take to the hospital, where they pumped my stomach.”

      I can’t hold in my laugh. “Oh, man. Did your parents find out?”

      He nods. “Yeah, but it took a couple months. The hospital tracked me down and sent the bill to my house. My dad opened the bill and thought it was a mistake. He called the hospital to contest it, but then realized I hadn’t been where I said I was.”

      “How much trouble were you in?”

      His eyes stretch wide. “Big trouble. I just remember getting screamed at by my dad. Then my mom walked in and screamed at my dad for screaming at me so badly. Then it all somehow turned around and my mom was screaming at me. They were going to call Piper’s parents and tell them what we’d really been up to, but I managed to talk them out of it after I told them I didn’t want to get her in trouble since she saved my life. They figured being friends with me was enough of a punishment for her, so they let it go.”

      I smile and watch the road as we drive closer to the field. “I’ve heard so many stories from Piper about the two of you. A part of me feels like I was there.”

      “Yeah, she was there beside me, doing all the same stupid-ass shit. I honestly don’t know how either of us is still alive. Did she tell you about the time we jumped off the side of a cliff?”

      I shake my head, wondering why Piper never mentioned it.

      “It was our freshman year of college—almost the end of the year—and Piper and I hadn’t seen each other since Christmas break. She came to visit me over the weekend and we were hanging out with the guys and drinking—just being stupid. Then someone started telling this story about a nearby cliff. Apparently, the land underneath it had been mined. The mine caved in and the hole filled with water, making a deep pond at the bottom. It wasn’t so much a cliff as land that had once been attached to the bottom of the pond. Anyway, it sounded like a great idea at the time. So we all packed a cooler and hopped in our cars. We made the drive then it was an uphill hike for about 20 minutes. We finally made it and we all stood on the edge, peering off into the water below. No one knew how deep it was. Hell, we didn’t even know what was down there. There could have been old mining equipment for all we knew. But none of us thought of that. We just wanted the thrill of jumping off. I remember one of the guys climbing down and jumping into the water to ensure it was deep enough. He was under for a while, and when he surfaced, he said he couldn’t find the bottom.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “I can’t believe Piper jumped off like that. I mean, I know she’s always up for an adventure, but she’s never been dangerously reckless.”

      “Well, Piper freaked out. She was always down to have fun, but she didn’t want to die. So she stood back and watched a few of the guys go first. Then it came down to the two of us. She wasn’t as scared as she’d been before, because she’d just watched, like, 10 guys jump, and they were all fine, but she was nervous. So I held her hand and we jumped together.”

      He seems to be caught up in the memory for a second, then he continues. “We landed in the water and everything was fine. She was laughing and cheering when I broke the surface, and she wrapped her arms around me to celebrate. After that, we sat up top and drank while waiting for our turn to jump again. Then one of the guys that had been hesitating finally stepped up. He backed up, took off running, but at the last second, due to a misstep, he kind of fell more than jumped. He didn’t hit the water. He hit the bank and slid into the water. He broke his tailbone and had these massive scratches going all the way up his back. We had to rush him out of there. He was fine, but it scared Piper enough that she doesn’t do dangerous stuff as much as she used to.”

      “No wonder she never told me about that. She’s probably still scared!”

      “Probably,” he agrees. “But the guy is fine. We’re friends on Facebook. He got married and has three kids.”

      “Remind me to never go anywhere with you,” I joke, already feeling doomed since I’m going somewhere with him now.

      He laughs and waves off my comment. “I’ve calmed down a lot since then. You’re perfectly safe with me.” He looks over and offers up an innocent smirk.

      Oh, how wrong he is. The more he looks at me with those eyes and that smile, the more I want to climb up his body like a spider monkey.

      We finally make it to the game and load up on beer, popcorn, nachos, and hot dogs before taking our seats. I have to admit, the seats are great. We have clear view of the entire field, but we’re close enough that I won’t have to watch the screen. Excitement fills me as I take a sip of my beer and place it in the cup holder so I can munch on my popcorn.

      The game starts up and we watch, cheer on the Cubs, and boo the opposing team. We drink beer after beer, share snack after snack, laugh, talk, and joke around. By the end of the game, I’m tired from the excitement, not to mention being in the sun all day.

      “Hey, what do you say we grab some dinner? Beer and wings?” he asks as we’re leaving the stadium.

      As tired and full as I am, I can’t turn him down. “Sure,” I reply with a smile.

      Instead of getting in the car, we walk down the street and find a nice, open, airy bar. We grab a table and scan the menu. Wrigleyville has the best beer gardens.

      “How hot do you like your wings?” he asks, looking up at me from above the menu in his hands.

      I shrug one shoulder. “The hotter the better, but we better add on some onion rings and a pitcher.”

      His blue eyes meet mine and he smiles wide. “My kind of girl,” he says, setting down the menu as the waitress comes up for our order.

      Preston orders the two of us a bucket of wings, a basket of onion rings, and a pitcher of beer. I’m not even sure how I can fit any more food in my body after the popcorn, nachos, and hot dogs from the game, but it all sounds too delicious to turn down.

      “Did you enjoy the game?”

      “Are you serious? Of course I did! I can’t wait to tell this dude at work that I went. He’s always rubbing it in my face that he has season tickets. That was a close game! And by the end, I was sitting on the edge of my seat. Classic Cubbies, always waiting till the last inning to clinch the win. They play with my heart!” I say as I dramatically clutch at my chest.

      He chuckles. “I know. Your nails were digging into my arm.” He holds up his left arm and shows me the imprints below his wrist.

      I laugh. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even realize I was holding on to you.”

      He places it back on the table. “Oh, I was aware. You watched like you had money on the game.”

      “My dad and I used to watch every game together when I was a kid.”

      “Why’d you stop?”

      “Well, I turned into a teenager and had better things to do. At that point, I decided I’d rather hang out with my friends or date boys than hang out with my dad. Then after I left for college, he got sick. I was a sophomore when we found out he had stage IV lung cancer. He’d always been a heavy smoker—it was just what people his age did. He refused any treatments. He said he’d rather live the little time he had left than spend it in a doctor’s office. He made it until the end of my senior year, then we never got a chance to watch again.”

      “That’s tough. I’m sorry.”

      I wave him off. “Thanks.”

      The waitress comes back with our pitcher and two glasses. Preston picks it up and pours some in both glasses before pushing one over to me. I watch as he picks up his glass. He takes a long drink with his eyes locked on mine. I wet my lips as I watch him, realizing I’d better pick up my own before I blurt out something stupid like let’s go back to my place.

      He chugs half the glass before setting it down and wiping away the foam mustache left on his lip. He continues to watch me as I tip back my glass and swallow down the liquid. There a thick tension between us. I feel like I could reach out and touch it.

      When I set down my glass, he reaches over and covers my hand with his. My eyes leap up to his face. “I had a really good time with you today, Riley.”

      I force a smile and nod. “Yeah, me too. I’m sure Piper will be happy to hear we’re becoming good friends. This will help make the role of godparents a little easier, don’t you think?”

      He seems taken aback by my words. I could tell that he was really feeling me, but I need to push those emotions back, because the two of us can’t go there.

      “Oh, yeah, um, I don’t know if we should say anything to Piper yet.”

      I frown. “Why? She’s our best friend. I don’t want to lie to her.”

      He pulls his eyes away and flexes his jaw. “Can I be completely honest?”

      “Please.” I place my hands around my glass, holding on to it like a security blanket.

      “Truth is, I kind of have a history of not making the best decisions when it comes to women. I’ve never been in a relationship. To my shame, I’ve had a reputation for being more of a love ‘em and leave ‘em type. I’ve never before wanted a relationship or anything that comes along with it. With all that being said, Calvin made it a point to tell me that we cannot happen.” He motions between the two of us. “He’s afraid that if we become friends, I’ll use that friendship to sleep with you, and then treat you like every other woman I’ve ever been with. He’s worried I’ll break your heart and you’ll go crying to Piper. He doesn’t want her under any stress since she’s pregnant.”

      I nod. “That’s understandable.”

      He nods with me. “It is, and I completely understand. It’s just that . . . ” He takes off his hat, runs his hand through his hair, and puts it back. “It’s just that I feel differently about you. And I know I haven’t known you long enough, but you’re different and I don’t know why. I asked you to coffee and to the game hoping to figure out what this feeling is. I think . . . I think I like you, Riley. And by like you, I don’t mean as a friend. I mean, I would really like to try with you and see how it plays out.”

      I wet my lips, take a sip, then take a deep breath. “I’m flattered, Preston. I really am. And honestly, I like you too. I’d like to start dating and see where we end up, but I don’t think it’s a good idea. I mean, we still don’t know exactly how Piper feels about you. I know she’s with Calvin now and she’s happy, but . . . girl code . . . you know? And I don’t want her to feel like I’m betraying her by seeing you. Not only that, but what if we don’t work out? What if we end badly and then we’re shoved together at every family function? You said it yourself—you’re not a relationship kind of guy. Which means we probably wouldn’t end very well. I think it would be better if we just remain friends.”

      The waitress is back with our bucket of wings and our basket of onion rings. Preston nods and agrees to everything I’ve said, but he doesn’t seem overly excited by it. Honestly, I’m not either. I feel a connection to Preston and it sucks that I can’t explore it more, but what can we do?
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