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Prologue


Isaiah


Three years ago


It’s the worst day of the year.


It’s the worst day of every year.


I typically spend this day traveling with my teammates on a preseason bonding trip. I should be in Cancun or Miami, sipping on a cocktail by a pool, entirely distracted by the party surrounding me.


Only this year, I’m not poolside, drunk, or distracted. I’m hiding in the women’s restroom outside of the team’s clubhouse because this season starts early, and unfortunately, the first day of baseball isn’t enough of a distraction for me.


The women’s restroom is immaculate and endlessly cleaner than ours. They’ve got a velvet couch in here and little perfume bottles on the counter. Pretty folded hand towels and dinner mints in a glass bowl. It smells infinitely better than the men’s restroom, and my only hope is that the other boys don’t realize how fucking nice it is in here because this is my secret hiding spot and has been for the past six years—ever since I got drafted to play shortstop for the Windy City Warriors.


There are no women on the staff here, so no one ever uses this bathroom other than me, when I need a moment to myself.


You could say I’m the wild one on the team. The one who is a little bit reckless and a whole lot cocky. The guy who will make himself the butt of the joke as long as it makes everyone around him smile. So, starting the season off by having a breakdown or potentially crying like a little bitch in front of my teammates wouldn’t exactly be on brand for me.


I’m a twenty-eight-year-old man and I’m not ashamed to admit that even after all these years, this day is tough for me. I was only thirteen years old when my brother, two years my senior, had to break the news that our mom’s car wrapped around a tree while she was driving home in a storm, and we’d never get to see her again.


So yeah . . . it’s the worst fucking day of the year.


With bouncing knees, I sit on the closed toilet lid in one of the stalls, needing to get my shit together. Needing to get back to goofy, everything-rolls-off-his-shoulders Isaiah Rhodes. The one who knows how to make everyone around him happy. The one that everyone here expects to see when I enter the clubhouse.


I like being that guy. Ninety percent of the time, I naturally am that guy. I figured out when I was young that I could make my brother laugh even when he was too stressed to smile, and I thrived off that shit. It was as if I had found my purpose in life—to make those around me happy, so I tend to keep the sad, sappy moments private.


I give myself one last moment of sadness before I leave the stall, splash a bit of water on my face at the sink, and exit the women’s restroom.


But as soon as I open the door, voices sound just outside. This part of the clubhouse is usually empty, so I pause, recognizing Dr. Fredrick’s voice. I keep myself hidden and out of sight, not wanting anyone to know that I just had myself a private cry.


“You lied on your application.”


“I didn’t lie,” I hear a woman say in retort.


Dr. Fredrick lowers his voice in an attempt to keep this conversation between only them, but I can hear him perfectly clear. “You misled, and you know it.”


“Kenny is a nickname for Kennedy.”


At that, I peek around the small partition to see Dr. Fredrick looking down at a woman, annoyance plastered on his face.


I can’t see what she looks like since her back is to me, but standing at full height, she barely makes it to Dr. Fredrick’s chin, and he’s not considered a tall man. Her hair is tied up in a thick ponytail, falling mid-back. I can’t make out the color, though I can tell it’s a different shade than an ordinary blonde or brunette. I’m just not sure what you’d classify it as.


Dr. Fredrick’s eyes flick over his surroundings, ensuring they’re alone, so I quickly duck behind the partition to listen once again.


“This is not the place for you. I suggest you decline the job offer and find a position somewhere more suitable for . . . someone like you.”


“Someone like me, meaning a woman?”


What the hell?


Dr. Fredrick has never been my favorite. He’s the head of our Health and Wellness Department and the lead doctor for the team. All other doctors, nutritionists, and athletic trainers report to him, and any respect I may have had for the guy flies right out the window at his insinuation.


A moment of silence lingers, as if he’s calculating the right thing to say without getting himself into trouble.


“The job I was originally hiring for is no longer needing to be filled. From what human resources tells me, I cannot rescind the offer, but I can change it. At this point, I’m only looking to hire an athletic trainer.”


“What?” she asks behind a shocked laugh. “But I’m an M.D. You’re expecting me to come on board as an athletic trainer?”


“I’m not expecting you to come on board at all.”


“Dr. Fredrick, I just moved to Chicago for this job. You’ve seen my references. You’ve seen the externships I’ve done. It’s why you hired me in the first place.”


“I had a different idea of who I was hiring at the time.”


“Because you thought I was a man.”


“I’m not going to discuss this with you any further. If you want to work for the Windy City Warriors, you may do so as an entry-level athletic trainer. That’s the position I’m hiring for.”


She hesitates and I can almost picture her shoulders straightening with the way she confidently asks, “When do you need my answer?”


“By the end of the day.”


“Fine. I’ll let you know my decision soon.”


There’s a moment of silence, leading me to believe that the conversation is over, but then I hear Dr. Fredrick cut in and say, “Ms. Kay, if you do decide to come on board, this will be the one and only warning I give you. If there’s even a hint of some kind of nonsense between you and one of the players, your position will be terminated. There’s a reason I don’t hire women to work for me. You’ll be in locker rooms, on airplanes, and in hotels with them. I expect you’ll make sure you’re not a distraction.”


There’s a reason I don’t hire women. Fucking asshole.


“With all due respect, Dr. Fredrick, I just spent the last two years as one of only three doctors for the entirety of the University of Connecticut’s athletic program. There’s nothing in my history that would have you questioning my professionalism.”


“Those were children. These are men,” he says in response. “I think you know exactly what I’m getting at here.”


She clears her throat, and there’s something to be said about her professionalism he’s questioning, because if this were me, I’d probably be delivering a right hook to his jaw.


I’m a little impulsive that way.


“You’ll have my answer by noon,” she says to finish.


Footsteps putter in the distance, and they grow louder with each step, heading in my direction. There’s no route for me to leave without getting caught eavesdropping, and though I have every intention to bring this information to Monty, our field manager, I don’t plan on clueing in Dr. Fredrick beforehand.


So, to be safe, I duck back into the women’s restroom until I know the coast is clear of him.


I already wasn’t a fan of our lead doctor. He’s a bit of a kiss-ass if you ask me, always wanting to be buddy-buddy with the guys on the team, but the way he just spoke to this woman, as if he were better than her, has me eager to tell every person in the Warriors’ organization what a sexist piece of shit he is.


“Sexist piece of shit.”


I hear my own internal dialogue spoken back to me in a terrifying tone just on the other side of the bathroom door.


The woman from the hallway pushes into the never-used restroom just as I hide myself behind a stall. I don’t sit. I stand like an absolute creep because I have no idea how I got myself into this situation.


Watching through the crack in the stall door, I find her reflection in the mirror. Hands bracketed on the sink counter, and head hung low, still hiding her face I’ve yet to see.


She laughs to herself. “What the actual fuck just happened?”


Then, she takes a deep breath and finally stands up straight, looking right at herself in the mirror and giving me the same view . . . only for any gut-wrenching grief I was feeling about this day to be put on hold, because now I’m thoroughly distracted.


This tiny woman, with hair color I can’t categorize and a tone in her voice that would make any man’s balls shrivel up in fear, is fucking stunning.


Freckles dot every inch of flushed, creamy skin. Eyes that I could make an educated guess and call them brown, seeing as they look a lot like mine. And lips . . . lips tucked under teeth to keep herself from crying because she’s clearly willing herself to be angry instead of sad.


Call it instincts, but I’d imagine her smile could light me up if it wasn’t currently turned down in a frown.


Those eyes begin to gloss over as she watches herself.


“No,” she pleads. “Not here. Get your shit together, Kennedy.”


Kennedy.


Inhaling a deep breath, she shakes her head. “And stop fucking talking to yourself, you weirdo.”


And just like that, on the worst day of the year, I feel my lips tilt up in amusement.


I watch with rapt attention as she pulls out her phone and calls someone, placing it on speaker while she paces the restroom.


I should probably announce my presence. This feels like an invasion of privacy, but I have no idea how to explain my current situation.


Hey, I just like hanging out in the women’s restroom. Don’t worry about me. I’m going to wash my hands real quick. Can you move over?


I eavesdropped on your conversation with the Head of our Health and Wellness Department. I can go to HR with you if you’d like. Also, you’re like really pretty.


“Hey, what’s up?” a man’s voice says on the other end of the phone.


I immediately hate him.


“Do you have time to talk?” she asks. “I kind of need to talk.”


“I have team photos right now, and I’m up next. Are you okay?”


She closes her eyes for a moment, composing herself. “Yeah, of course. I just wanted to say hi to my stepbrother.”


Stepbrother. Noted.


“Well, hi. I miss you. Is your first day going well?”


She stares right at herself in the mirror and lies. “It’s going great.”


“Good. Hey, I’ve gotta go. I’m up for pictures but call me later and we’ll catch up.”


She plasters on a smile that even I, a complete stranger, know is fake. “Will do.” Kennedy hangs up the phone, then drops her head with a quiet “fuck.”


I know nothing about this girl, but I do know she needs someone to make her smile, and that’s my specialty. I’m also a bit of a believer in fate, and though this day is my least favorite date on the calendar, I tend to find meaning in things on this day.


Maybe I was supposed to overhear that conversation.


Maybe I found myself stuck in the women’s restroom because she needs someone to talk to.


Maybe my mom sent me on her path today.


That last belief has me closing my eyes and opening my mouth before I’ve fully thought it through. “If you need someone to talk to about that job offer, I can help.”


God, how fucking creepy was that?


I reopen my eyes to watch hers shoot to the mirror before they find my feet in the reflection.


“What are you doing in the women’s restroom?”


“Did the size thirteens give me away?”


“Are you spying on me?”


“Well, technically, I was here first. Remember?”


Her eyes narrow as they trail up the stall, finding mine through the narrow crack. “Are you going to answer any of my questions or just keep responding with your own?”


A bark of a laugh escapes me. I like this one.


“I’m hiding in the women’s restroom because I’m having a shit day, and from what I overheard, so are you.”


Her shoulders, which were up by her ears, settle back into place. “Oh.”


Unlocking the door, I swing it inward until she comes into full view.


Black leggings hug every inch of her toned legs. A dark gray quarter-zip bunches around her elbows, finishing with perfectly clean white sneakers on her feet. Her freckles continue down her forearms and ankles, making me believe her pale skin is painted in them.


Polished for wearing athletic gear. And pretty. So, so pretty.


Her tone is less intimidating when she asks, “How much of my shitty day did you overhear?”


Meeting her at the sink, I rest my hip on the counter and face her. “I heard your conversation in the hallway with Dr. Fredrick. I came back in here so he wouldn’t see me.”


“Oh.” She nods, eyes pulled away from me. “So, all of it.”


“We should talk to HR, or I can talk to the field manager, Monty. He can take it to the team owner—”


“No. No, I don’t want to say anything. This isn’t the first time I’ve dealt with a sexist boss. I’m a woman working in sports, after all.”


I pause. “Boss? So you’re taking the job?”


“I don’t—” She freezes, eyes examining my entire body. I tower over her with my 6’4” build, but wearing my normal clothes, I don’t uniquely stand out. “Who are you?”


It’s then I realize she has no idea that I’m the starting shortstop for the team she may potentially work for, and I have every intention to use my unknown identity to my advantage.


“Right now, I’m simply someone to talk to. You said you needed to talk.”


There’s this untrusting question in her eye as she attempts to assess me, but the need to work through her predicament outweighs any suspicion she has towards me.


“I can’t get a job anywhere in professional sports.” Her admission hangs in the air for a moment. “It doesn’t matter that I graduated at the top of my class at Columbia. It doesn’t matter that the doctors I did my residency under sing my praises when called for my references. It doesn’t matter that I was the youngest person to become Lead Doctor at a division one school with national championship winning athletic programs. No, none of that matters because I have two tits and a vagina.”


My eyes go wide at her candor.


“Oh my God.” She grimaces before covering her face with her right hand. “I can’t believe I just told a complete stranger that I have two tits.”


“I would’ve been a lot more impressed if you said you had three.”


She peeks through her fingers, and I plaster on my most mischievous smirk. Those glossed-over eyes are nowhere to be found when her hand slips off her face, revealing a sheepish smile.


Sheepish, yes. But a smile, nonetheless.


I hold out my hand to shake hers. “Isaiah.”


She returns the gesture. “Kennedy.”


“Well, Kennedy, now that I’m no longer a stranger, tell me more about these two tits of yours.”


She tries to bite back her smile, but this time it’s big and genuine, attempting to break through. “I’m going to carry that one with me for a while, aren’t I?”


“Absolutely.” I cock my head to the side. “I thought I heard your name was Kenny?”


She chuckles, this beautiful but somewhat self-conscious sound. “No one has ever called me Kenny. I just adopted that name after I received six different denial letters when I used the name Kennedy.”


“Well, Kenny—”


“No—”


“Talk me through the job offer.”


She huffs an exhausted breath. “I’ve been trying to get into professional sports since I finished my residency. My goal is to be a lead team doctor one day, but I haven’t been able to get my foot in the door anywhere. Guys that I went to school with, that barely graduated and have much poorer references than me, are getting jobs that I’m applying for. So, when I got offered the position to be the second doctor here, I jumped on it. I packed my things and moved into a building in downtown Chicago this past weekend. Dr. Fredrick and I have only spoken via email because he was taking time off during the off-season. My references must not have alluded to the fact I’m a woman, I’m not sure. But this morning, when I introduced myself to him, he immediately rescinded the job offer.”


So, she’s pretty and insanely smart. Got it.


“When he told the head of human resources there had been a mistake and the job wasn’t available, Dr. Fredrick was informed that, legally, he had to hire me in some capacity. I don’t think HR knows that his sudden decision of not hiring a second doctor on staff had anything to do with him accidentally hiring one who was a woman.”


The words roll out of her, and she can’t seem to stop.


“And now I’m being offered the job of an entry-level athletic trainer, which, don’t get me wrong, is a great job, but I didn’t spend my entire adult life becoming a sports medicine doctor to have to go to someone else to create treatment plans, you know?” She looks me over from head to toe. “And why the hell am I telling you all of this?”


I chuckle. She’s flustered. It’s endearing.


“Because I’m a good listener.”


That shy smile lifts again. “So, what do you think I should do?”


She’s asking me? Clearly, she knows nothing about me because I’m typically the last person someone comes to when they need advice. I’m the guy they come to when they need a laugh or someone to show them a good time.


My brother is the serious one, and if Kai were here and not off playing baseball for the Seattle Saints, I’d ask him what advice I should give this girl. He’s my sounding board and I miss the hell out of him.


But he’s not here, so this advice is on me.


I personally think she should walk up to Dr. Fredrick and knee him in the balls, but I also really like the idea of her working here. I like the idea of that freckled face showing up at every one of my games.


She’s easy to talk to, and on the worst day of the year, she’s made it bearable. Good, even.


“What do you want to do?” I ask instead of giving her my opinion.


“You really do love to answer a question with a question, huh?”


I smirk at that.


“I want to work in professional sports,” she states plainly. “Jobs rarely become available because this is a lifelong career for most people.”


“You want to work in professional sports,” I echo for her to hear.


She nods at the realization. “I should take the job. At least I’ll be getting my foot in the door. But God, Dr. Fredrick is the worst and if he treats women that way, I can’t even begin to imagine how horrible the players on the team are.”


Fucking ouch.


Granted, we’re a bunch of idiots, but none of the guys are disrespectful.


“I’ll um . . .” I clear my throat. “I’ll make sure none of the other guys on the team give you a hard time.”


Her eyes narrow in confusion, but still she’s got that pretty smile plastered on her lips and it’s doing all sorts of things to my insides.


“Who are you?”


“Two tits and a short-term memory, huh, Kenny? I already told you my name.”


“Do you work in the front office or for—”


“I should get out there.” I gesture to the bathroom door. “Can I walk you out?”


Her eyes latch onto me suspiciously, and all I can do is smile like a fucking dork just from having this smart girl’s attention on me.


I’m not naïve. I know she’s going to learn I’m one of the players, and if Dr. Fredrick’s warning was any indication, once she knows the truth, she’ll never give me the time of day again. So, for now, I’ll take advantage of what little time I have left.


I open the bathroom door for her, and without having to duck, she walks right under my arm and into the hallway.


“You can’t tell anyone,” she quickly says.


“About what?”


“If I take the job. You can’t tell anyone about what Dr. Fredrick said or about my qualifications.”


“You might be the first doctor I’ve ever met who doesn’t want everyone to know she’s a doctor.”


“Isaiah, please.”


Those two little words stop me in my tracks.


My name. She sounds good saying my name.


She sounds good begging too.


I search her face, desperation plastered on it. “I won’t say anything.”


“And about what you overheard?”


“You mean the part where I learned that Dr. Dick is a woman hater?”


“Yes, that part.”


“No, I’m saying something about that. Right now, in fact.”


She grabs my forearm to stop me with her pale and freckled hand, starkly contrasting my suntanned skin from all my time playing baseball outside.


But before I can memorize the differences, she pulls away in an instant. “If I’m going to work for him, it’s going to be difficult enough. I can’t start off this working relationship with a complaint to the field manager or team owner. I can handle this on my own.”


Independence and determination radiate off her, and though she’s got to be sitting somewhere around 5’3”, her shoulders are squared and pushed back, giving her as much height as possible. Making her as big as possible.


Good. She’s going to need that resolve working for that piece of shit.


“When,” I correct. “When you work for him.”


Her knowing smile matches mine, like there’s a secret only she and I know.


“Will I see you around?” she asks.


“Oh, I’m fairly certain you’ll be seeing plenty of me.”


“Rhodes!” Cody, our first baseman, calls out when he turns the corner and finds me standing in front of the women’s restroom. He’s in full uniform, ready for our team photos today. “There you are. Hurry up! Pictures are starting in five and your uniform is hanging in your locker stall. Monty sent me to come find you.”


Cody turns with that and jogs back into the clubhouse.


I slowly face Kennedy, my most innocent smile plastered on my lips.


Her already pale skin is even more drained. “You’re a player?”


“Shortstop.” I wink.


Any sign of a previous smile is long gone, and her demeanor instantly shifts. I can physically feel the ice in the air around her. She’s shocked. Confused. A little bit pissed.


“This conversation never happened.” She doesn’t hesitate, bolting away from me, Dr. Fredrick’s warning blaring in her mind, I’m sure.


“Hey, Kenny!” I call out and she stops, reluctantly facing me. “I promised I’d make sure the other guys don’t give you a hard time, but I never said anything about me.” Her lips slightly part and I shoot her with another wink. “See you around, Doc.”


 


“Where have you been?” Travis, our rookie catcher, asks as I pull my T-shirt over my head and drop my jeans at my stall, needing to get into my new uniform like the rest of my teammates.


His locker is to the left of mine while Cody’s is on my right.


“I was busy.”


A picture of me, my mom, and my brother is taped to the top of my stall, hidden from anyone else’s view, and my thumb dusts over it when I set my watch down on one of the shelves.


“Yeah,” Cody laughs, pointing across the clubhouse. “Busy with that one.”


In only my boxer briefs, I turn to find Kennedy speaking with Dr. Fredrick. I watch as he clenches his jaw and flares his nostrils, and I note the exact moment she tells him she’s taking the job.


Travis lets out a low whistle. “Pretty.”


“Smart too,” I add, but I don’t fill them in on what I know because Kennedy asked me not to, and I like knowing something about the new athletic trainer that no one else does. “Hey, what color would you say her hair is?”


“Red,” Travis answers simply.


“C’mon, Trav. I’ve told you. You’ve got to be more descriptive than that for him.” Cody studies her for a moment. “I’d call it auburn. It’s a mix of warm red and earthy brown, but she’s also got some copper in there.”


“Like a penny?”


“Exactly.”


This is why I ask Cody these things. The guy gets that I need the details.


Keeping my eyes locked on her from across the room, I watch her find me at the same time Dr. Fredrick is preaching something at her. Her attention starts at my feet and works up my bare legs, only to linger over my boxer briefs and take their time tracing my shirtless chest. But when she drifts up to my face, I smile as arrogantly as possible, making sure she knows I caught her.


She looks away instantly, and I can’t help but grin.


Travis nudges my shoulder. “So, who is she?”


On this day, where everything feels like a sign, I don’t hesitate when I say, “My future wife.”


The boys both burst out in laughter, but I keep my eyes on the only woman in the entire building.


Kennedy tucks a rogue strand of auburn hair behind her ear, and that’s when I see it—an impossible-to-miss diamond ring overtaking her left ring finger. Though somehow, I didn’t notice it before this moment.


“Sorry, man.” Cody laughs again, palm connecting with my shoulder. “Looks like someone already beat you to it.”


And just like that, it’s the worst day of the year again.










Chapter 1


Isaiah


Present


“There’s my guys.” I swing an arm over both Cody and Travis’s shoulders when I find them on the casino level of our hotel. “Where are we headed?”


“About time, Rhodes.” Travis, our catcher, shrugs out from under me. “You take longer to get ready than anyone I know, and your socks still don’t fucking match.”


I look down at my feet, where my pants hit right at my ankles. “They match to me.”


“We have a table waiting with bottle service at the club in Caesars Palace.” Cody gestures down the strip. “Let’s go.”


Our first baseman takes off with excited strides, the rest of the team following closely behind, with me bringing up the rear of the group.


We’ve been in Vegas for a few days now, and this is our final night here. Every year, before the season starts, the boys and I take a preseason trip as an excuse for some team bonding. It’s typically somewhere hot or tropical as a reward for surviving the Chicago winter, and though Las Vegas isn’t too hot this time of the year, the stuffy clubs and overpriced alcohol are keeping us all plenty warm.


Not that we’ve had to worry about the price of alcohol or pay for much of anything. As a professional baseball team, we’ve been gifted tables at clubs and endless booze each night we’ve been here.


Two years ago, my older brother Kai got picked up by the Windy City Warriors, finally putting us on the same team. He’s not with us in Vegas, opting to stay in Chicago with his son and soon-to-be fiancée, but I have the rest of my guys here and other than spending time with my family, there’s not much I enjoy more than hanging with my friends and throwing back a few drinks.


“Is tonight the night?” Travis slows his strides to walk in the back of the group with me.


“Is tonight the night for what?”


“Is tonight the night you talk to someone other than your teammates in the club?”


“Don’t really see the point in that. I’m on a team-bonding trip. I’m bonding with the team.”


“Yeah, we’re all on a team-bonding trip, yet you’re the only one of us who has gone home alone both nights here.”


“Not interested,” I say with a casual shrug. “And that’s not true. Lautner, the rookie from Oregon, hasn’t gone home with anyone either. Kid has got zero game.”


“Who the hell are you, and what have you done with Isaiah Rhodes? When have you ever not been interested? And since when did you stop being the life of the party? Last year in Miami, we had to promise a cop two tickets behind home plate just to keep him from arresting you. You started stripping naked right on Ocean Drive.”


“We were in Florida. It was hot. And I’m still the life of the party. I just don’t continue the party once we leave the bar anymore.”


Travis shoots me a pointed glance out of the corner of his eye, telling me he knows exactly why.


In fact, the entire team knows why.


There’s been only one woman who has held my interest and now that she’s no longer wearing another man’s engagement ring, spending my time with anyone else holds zero appeal.


My teammates have also encouraged me to let go of that pipe dream because in their minds, it’s never going to happen. They believe that the one and only woman on our team staff would never try something with one of us, least of all me. Sure, I’ve given Kennedy Kay more shit than anyone else on the team, but that’s only because I made a promise to her that I would.


And I always keep my promises.


When we get to the next hotel over, the line to enter the club seems endless, wrapping and looping, bodies squeezed together in an attempt to get inside quicker, but thankfully Cody gets a phone call telling us to use the backdoor entrance, allowing us to skip the line altogether.


As we pass the waiting patrons, walking in the opposite direction, a hand reaches out to grab my bicep.


“Hey, I know you,” a feminine voice says. “You play baseball for Chicago. Number nineteen.”


I follow her hold on me to find a woman with light hair and glittery makeup.


“That’s me.”


Her hand trails down my arm. “Rhodes, right?”


“There are two Rhodeses playing for Chicago now, but yeah, I’m Isaiah.” I hold out my hand for hers to shake, being sure to use the one that would force her to stop touching me.


“Bridget. So, what brings you to Vegas?”


“Team-bonding trip.” I gesture to the guys halted around me.


Her eyes sparkle before motioning to the handful of other girls around her. “We’re here for my birthday.”


“Well then, happy birthday to you.” I wink at her because old habits die hard and I’m a fucking idiot and now she thinks I’m interested, judging by the smirk tilting on her mouth.


“Do you guys have a table? We’d love to join you.”


“We do have a table.” I attempt my best disappointed tone, hoping not to hurt her feelings. “But it’s guys’ night.”


“It’s most definitely not guys’ night,” I hear Cody pipe up from somewhere behind me.


“You understand, right?” I continue as if no one heard him.


“Sure thing.” Bridget’s eyes flicker and I think it’s with embarrassment more so than disappointment.


“But hey,” I interrupt her thought process. “Find us inside and I’ll make sure the bartender puts all your drinks on my tab, yeah? Can’t have the birthday girl paying for all her own drinks, can we?”


Her shoulders straighten, a bit of confidence returning to her face. “No, we absolutely cannot.”


“Have fun, ladies, and happy birthday, Bridget.”


Her body sways in a flirty way. “Thanks, Isaiah. See you inside.”


Hands in my pockets, I continue to the back door as if nothing out of the ordinary happened. Because nothing out of the ordinary did happen.


“First of all,” Cody says, continuing to walk with me. “How the hell can you turn someone down and manage to have her still drooling over you afterward? I need some of that Isaiah Rhodes charm.”


I scoff. “You pick up more people than I ever have.”


“She was beautiful, by the way.”


“You should go for it.”


“I just might.”


“And second off,” Travis cuts in. “You’re an idiot. Please for the love of God, let this go. Cody, if you don’t use your dick, does it fall off? Is Isaiah going to die a born-again virgin?”


“I couldn’t tell you. I use my dick plenty.” Cody stops in his tracks. “Wait, born-again virgin? Still? That was because of Kennedy back there?”


“You two can both fuck off.”


Travis laughs to himself.


“Isaiah, you have got to let that go. It’s been three years.”


“It hasn’t been three years.”


“You’ve been into that girl since the day she walked into the clubhouse for the first time.”


“Yeah, but I only realized she was single eight months ago, so technically I’m only eight months in on this whole thing.”


“Wow.” Cody nods. “Trav is right. You are an idiot.”


I smack him on the back of his head. “Remember last night when we were a few drinks in and I told you two that you guys were my best friends?”


“Yeah?”


“I take it back. You both fucking suck.”


The back door to the club opens and the bouncer nods in Cody’s direction, allowing the team to start trickling their way in with the three of us bringing up the rear.


“We’re just looking out for you.” Cody swings his arm over my shoulders. “You’ve been shooting your shot for years and look how well that’s worked out.”


I wasn’t shooting my shot. Sure, maybe I’ve shamelessly flirted with the girl for the past three years, but none of it was serious. She had a fiancé. But now . . . now she doesn’t. Now I’m dead serious about my intentions, but she thinks I’m still joking around.


Call me ridiculous. Call me superstitious, but that day I met her three years ago felt like fate. What I typically consider the worst day of the year had a bright light for once.


That same date on the calendar is only minutes away, and still, in the eighteen years since I lost my mom, there was only one time I genuinely smiled on that date, and it was the morning that Kennedy Kay came barging into the women’s bathroom and subsequently my life.


I shuffle forward, following my teammates into the club, having to project my voice over the pounding base. “Don’t you guys believe in fate?”


“For fuck’s sake, Rhodes.” Travis shakes his head at me. “Did you really just scream ‘don’t you guys believe in fate’ in the middle of a goddamn nightclub? Please for the love of God, go get laid.”


Cody can’t help but laugh as the bouncer closes the back door behind us. “I’ll start believing in fate the moment Kennedy decides to voluntarily spend time with you outside of work.”


Travis chimes in. “Forget spending time with him. At this point, I’d consider it fate if Kennedy so much as said a single word to him outside of work.”


Walking backward, I face my buddies as I continue to follow our group to the private table of the busy club. “You have no faith. One day, you’ll see.” I throw my hands wide. “It’s meant to be!”


Without looking, I barrel into someone behind me, stepping right on their foot. I stumble but catch my balance and even over the music, I can hear their low hiss in pain.


“Oh shit.” I turn just in time to grab their upper arms, keeping them from toppling over. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking.”


“Clearly.”


The woman’s hair curtains her face as she babies her injured foot by hobbling on one single high heel in agony.


That hair.


Even in the darkness of the club, I know that hair. The shade is one I’ve memorized. Auburn as Cody first taught me.


Kennedy Kay Auburn as I refer to it now.


“Kenny?”


I watch her body instantly stiffen before her brown eyes cautiously lift to look at me. “Isaiah?”


“Hi.”


Her shocked expression does nothing to stop my eyes from wandering the length of her.


God, she’s stunning. I’ve never seen her outside of athletic clothes, namely the staff uniform of a Warriors’ polo and black leggings. But tonight, that hair is down and perfectly styled, her freckled arms and legs fully exposed thanks to the crisp white mini dress and matching white heels.


She looks so fucking good. Her outfit seems expensive and polished, tailored to fit her body.


“Isaiah.”


“Yeah?”


“I asked what you were doing here.”


My attention immediately darts to the foot I just stepped on. Kennedy is still keeping her weight off of it, clearly in pain. I bend down before stopping myself and realizing that checking out someone’s foot in a club is fucking weird, no matter how much I might be crushing on the person it’s attached to.


“Is your foot okay? I’ll get some ice from the bartender.”


“It’s fine. Surprisingly, my foot is more sore from wearing high heels than it is from being stepped on by two hundred pounds of muscle.”


A smirk lifts on my lips. “Keeping up on my body stats, huh, Ken? I knew you were obsessed with me.”


“Don’t flatter yourself, Rhodes. It’s my literal job to know your body stats. What are you doing here?”


“It’s our preseason bonding trip. Well, pre-regular season and post-spring training.” I gesture to my teammates, who are being ushered to a roped-off corner of the club. Cody and Travis wave to her from across the room.


It’s hard to tell with the low lighting, but Trav is shaking his head in disbelief at the same time Cody mouths, you’ve got to be kidding me.


“Oh,” Kennedy says in realization. “Everyone from the team is here.”


“Everyone but Kai. He’s at home with Max and Miller.” Motioning towards our table, I add, “You should come hang out with us.”


“It looks like it’s guys’ night.”


I scoff. “It most definitely isn’t guys’ night.”


Kennedy looks back at our table, a bit of longing shining in her eyes as if she actually wants to hang out with us. It’s a stark contrast from the immediate “no” I get whenever I invite her to do something outside of work.


“I can’t.” She throws a thumb over her shoulder to a group of girls, all decked in white minus one wearing a blindingly shiny silver dress. “I’m here for a bachelorette party.”


Silver Sparkles is wearing a phony veil with a sash across her chest that reads “Future Mrs. Danforth,” posing for a photo with every one of her friends wearing white around her.


Posing with everyone but Kennedy.


“I was just heading to the bar to grab them another bottle of champagne,” she continues.


The flashes of strobe light make the dark room bright enough to see the endless line surrounding the bar, waiting to order drinks.


“Don’t you girls have a table server? That line at the bar is going to take an hour.”


“That’s what I was hoping for.”


My eyes narrow in confusion. “Come to our table. I can order for you there.”


“Isaiah,” she sighs. “You know I can’t do that. I work for the team.”


“And you’re the only person on the staff who feels like you can’t hang out with us. There are no rules against us being friends.”


“It’s different for me, and you know it.”


As much as I don’t want to agree with her, I know in a way it is different. No, none of the boys on the team would ever think differently of her if she threw back a few drinks with us. We’d still all agree she’s the best athletic trainer on staff, and I’d still be the only person who knew that is because she’s grossly overqualified.


She wouldn’t get in trouble for it, but she works under a lead doctor who wants nothing more than to find a reason to fire her. Even if that reason is some made-up story derived from pictures that landed on the internet of her spending time with us in Sin City.


Kennedy, unlike any of the male staffers, has to go the extra mile to make sure the professional line is clearly drawn.


People swarm around us, pushing and edging their way to the dance floor, and all it does is cause Kennedy to lean into my space for reprieve from the crowd, seeking a bit of shelter from the bodies packing in around her. Eyes glancing back to the group of women she’s with, she takes a step closer to me.


It’s the strangest thing she’s ever done.


The fact that I’m, for once, not the last person in the room she wants to be around is surprising and concerning all at once.


“Kenny, are you okay?”


“Yeah, it’s just kind of hot in here, I guess.”


“And that’s why you’re trying to snuggle up to me in a night club right now? We can go back to my room if you’d like.” Leaning down, I whisper, “I’m a big fan of snuggling afterward.”


“Please shut up.” Her voice holds no edge, and she doesn’t even attempt to move away from me.


“Ken, who are you here with?”


She doesn’t look back to the table, but blindly gestures to the tall one with the sparkly dress on. “My stepsister. It’s her bachelorette party.”


“And you two don’t get along?”


“It’s complicated.” Her throat works its way through a swallow. “Could you stay here with me for a minute or two? I just need a break before I go back.”


This is what others don’t see. This is why I haven’t given up on my little crush. Kennedy is comfortable around me. Sure, she might act like she fucking hates me. I might purposefully drive her mad, but there are moments like this one where I’m the person she goes to. Ever since that run-in in the bathroom, there’s been a quiet understanding between us. Maybe it’s because I know a secret of hers and I’ve kept it to myself, I’m not sure. But deep down, Kennedy trusts me.


Glancing back at our table, Cody gestures for me to join the group, but when I look down at my favorite athletic trainer tucked close to me while people push and shove around us, that confident woman I’m used to seeing at work is nowhere to be found. She’s uncomfortable and I hate it.


I lean down close to her ear, shooting my shot for what feels like the thousandth time I’ve done so in the past eight months. “Do you want to get out of here?”


Her big brown eyes flit to mine. “Please.”


I’m fairly certain my heart skips a beat because the last thing I ever expected when this night began was for Kennedy Kay to agree to hang out with me.


But it’s after midnight and officially the worst day of the year, so I count this as a sign.


Her stepsister and all the other women in white are now surrounded by a train of bottle girls carrying endless amounts of champagne lit with sparklers, dancing and cheering as they celebrate the soon-to-be bride.


“Let’s go,” I say, hand on her lower back, ushering her to the door.


She slightly flinches when we first make contact, but settles into my palm, letting me guide her out.


Once we’re outside, I pull up the group text with my two best friends, finding messages already waiting for me.


 


Cody: Holy shit.


Travis: I cannot believe our Kennedy is here.


Me: MY Kennedy is here. And we’re leaving.


Travis: How long will you be?


Me: I’m not coming back.


Cody: Shut the fuck up.


Me: See you boys at the airport tomorrow.


Cody: I feel like I’m living in an alternate reality. This can’t be real.


Travis: Isaiah motherfucking Rhodes. What happened to the guys’ night you were so adamant about?


Me: Fate happened.










Chapter 2


Kennedy


If you would have told me a year ago that Isaiah Rhodes, of all people, would be walking down the Vegas strip by my side, I would’ve assumed you were out of your mind.


And if you would’ve told me the reason I’m in Vegas to begin with is that I’m attending my stepsister’s bachelorette party, I would’ve laughed in your face.


And if you would’ve told me that the man she’s marrying is my ex-fiancé, I would’ve looked into having you committed.


Because for my entire adult life, Connor Danforth and I knew we were marrying each other.


And my stepsister and I have never been close enough to invite the other to our personal events.


And I can’t stand Isaiah Rhodes most of the time.


But here I am, all three of those things being my current reality.


Isaiah closes the back door to the club as we step outside, the pounding music dulling to a low vibration and easing the panic I was experiencing in there.


What the hell was I doing agreeing to leave with him? I was desperate to get out of there, that’s what. And though I’ll never admit it aloud, there’s an understanding between Isaiah and me that no one else knows about.


But the man is carefree, cocky, even downright childish at times and it drives me insane. I’m far too type A for him and when the brisk Nevada air hits me in the face, it clears my brain fog and reminds me of just that.


“I’m staying two hotels over. I’m going to call it a night.” I raise my hand to hail the closest cab, but just as quickly, Isaiah pulls it down.


“One drink, Ken.”


“No.”


He tosses his head from side to side. “Let’s try that answer again. I liked it a whole lot better when you gave me those doe eyes inside and whispered ‘please.’ ”


“Fine. Please stop talking. You’re annoying.”


A grin tilts. “Stop flirting with me, Kenny.”


“I’m going back to my hotel.” I start in that direction, but between the heels and my much shorter legs, Isaiah catches up to me, strutting backward so I have to face him as I walk.


As much as I hate to admit it, Isaiah Rhodes is kind of hot. I noticed it on the first day I started working for the Windy City Warriors, back when I thought he was a charming stranger willing to talk me through my employment problems and not one of the players on the team.


He’s in all black tonight, all the way down to his shoes. It’s strange. I’m used to seeing him in all different colors, and they typically don’t coordinate.


Tonight, his light brown hair seems perfectly styled, but I’m certain he simply ran his fingers through it and got it to stay that way. The guy’s got good hair.


Pretty face and stunning body too, and boy, does he know it.


“So, what’s up with you and your stepsister?” he asks.


“I’m far too sober to talk about that right now.”


He smirks, that little birthmark under his right eye drawing my attention to the mischief sparkling in them. “That can be fixed.”


I stop walking, right there on the Vegas strip. “Isaiah, I’m cold and my feet hurt. This weekend sucked. All I want to do is crawl into bed and fly home to Chicago tomorrow.”


“One drink, Kennedy. I’ve got you outside of work for the first time ever. One drink and I promise I’ll get you back to your hotel.”


I’ve never had a drink with one of the players. Never even been outside of work with one of them besides the innocent sleepover I had at Isaiah’s brother’s house last year because I drank too much with Kai’s girlfriend and couldn’t drive home.


Isaiah has asked me to join countless times and I’ve always turned him down. But tonight . . . tonight I’m feeling desperate and uneasy. Tonight, I’m feeling reckless for the first time in my life.


I shouldn’t even be in this city, shouldn’t have had to attend the bachelorette party of the woman who is marrying my ex-fiancé, so fuck it. One drink won’t hurt anything.


“You’re buying.”


That devilish smile is back. “With pleasure. But first . . .” He scans the area. “Come with me.”


Isaiah extends his elbow out for me to grab, but instead, I cross my arms over my chest to keep the warmth in. He huffs a laugh, tucks his hands in his pockets, and gestures for me to follow him.


“Did you forget about that whole part about my feet hurting? I’m wearing four-inch heels, Rhodes.”


“I know. You’re almost eye to eye with my chest now.”


“Funny,” I deadpan, speed walking to try to match his single stride with two of mine as we cross the street. “And my hotel is that way. Don’t you think we should at least start in that direction? Grab one quick drink on the way?”


Isaiah stops in the middle of the street and I almost smack into the back of him before he turns to face me, uncaring that the light just turned green  and cars are waiting for us to move.


“Kenny, I’m going to need you to go with the flow, here. I just left my teammates, and don’t get me wrong, I’m stoked to be in this position right now, but we’re going to do things my way tonight. And I never said anything about this one drink being quick.”


A car honks at us, but still Isaiah doesn’t budge.


“We need to move.”


“I’m not moving.”


I exhale, a strand of hair billowing around my face. “I don’t know how to go with the flow.”


“I know. Give me one night and let me see if I can teach you. Trust me, my way is a lot of fun.”


The car honks again, this time laying on the horn.


“I only agreed to one drink.”


“You never indicated how fast I have to drink it. Could take me all night, really.”


“Can we get out of the road? Jesus, we’re going to get run over.”


“Only if you agree to do things my way tonight.”


“Isaiah . . .”


“Kenny . . .”


The car honks again before the driver swerves around us, flipping us his middle finger.


“Fine,” I agree. “Can we please get out of the middle of the road?”


Isaiah finally moves, continuing to the other side of the street. “What size shoes do you wear?”


“What?”


“Shoe size.”


“Six and a half.” The statement comes out sounding more like a question. “Why?”


He takes a sharp left, holding the door open for me to a shopping mall attached to one of the hotels. Even after midnight, stores are open and busy.


Isaiah doesn’t slow down, walking right into the Vans store and finding the women’s section.


He grabs a pair off the wall. “You like red, right? You’re always wearing the red team gear.”


“Those aren’t red. Those are hot pink.”


“Really?” He cocks his head, looking at the shoes in his hand before setting them back on the wall. “Do you like checkered? Max has checkered Vans.”


Max—his two-year-old nephew that he’s in love with.


“I don’t really—”


“Nah, checkered isn’t you.” He scans the wall again before zeroing in on a pair of black high tops with a single white stripe and a platform base. “These ones. Do you like these ones?”


I won’t lie, they are cute. I don’t wear much other than neutrals, unless I’m in the team colors of red and royal blue. And the platform will give me some height. Being 5’3” isn’t the worst thing in the world, but it’s a little difficult when you work with a bunch of giant men and already feel like your boss is looking down on you.


Metaphorically that is, but still.


“I like those.”


Isaiah holds them up to the cashier. “Can we get these in a six and a half?”


“What are you doing?”


“Buying you shoes. Your feet hurt.”


I pull my credit card out of my clutch, but Isaiah snags it, slipping it into his back pocket without looking at it or me. He simply continues to peruse the aisle, pulling a pair of socks off the rack by the register before unhooking the hanger of a denim jacket and holding it up for my approval.


“I can pay for my own shoes.”


“And I said I was buying you a drink.”


“This isn’t a drink.”


“This is part of the drink. This is my one shot, and if you’re uncomfortable the whole time you’re never going to want to have a drink with me again and I can’t blow my one shot because it’s cold and your feet hurt.”


“Isaiah, this isn’t your shot. It’s just a drink.”


He completely ignores me as the cashier comes back to the register with the shoebox in his hand.


Isaiah hands him over his credit card, keeping mine slipped into his back pocket as he pays for my socks, shoes, and new denim jacket before handing them off to me. “Get rid of those heels, Kenny, and let’s go have a drink.”


 


The light bounces off the crystal chandelier in the center of the room, sparkling with pinks and purples thanks to the curtains draping the walls. I guess the entire room is the chandelier, hence the name of the luxe bar located in the center of the Cosmopolitan.


Weaving through the crowd, I follow closely behind as Isaiah cuts a path for us to the bar. He holds his hand behind him slightly in case I need to grab it to keep us from getting separated, but I don’t. Regardless of all the bodies I have to plow through to keep up with him, I’ve never been one for casual touching.


When we make it to the bar and find the only two unoccupied stools, Isaiah pulls one out for me with his free hand. The other is busy carrying my white Louboutin heels I exchanged for sneakers.


“One drink,” I remind him as I climb up on the seat.


“So you’ve mentioned.”


Settling into my chair, my feet dangle, unable to reach the resting bar, and Isaiah’s eyes fall south before letting out a low chuckle.


“Have I told you lately how much I dislike you?”


“Mmm,” he hums. “I should warn you, Ken, I like it when you’re mean. It does something to me.”


“So that’s why you haven’t left me alone all these years? I should’ve been nice to you all this time, I guess.”


“I probably would’ve proposed a handful of times by now if you were. Nice. Mean. I’ll take you any way I can get you.”


As he takes the seat next to me, Isaiah’s attention drifts to my left hand, where a very bare ring finger rests against the bar top.


Even though I haven’t worn my old engagement ring in over a year, my finger still feels too light. Too empty. I guess that’s what happens after wearing a gaudy eight-carat diamond ring around every day for four years.


The guy sitting in the stool on the other side of me drops back in drunken laughter, falling and resting on my shoulder. It isn’t until I shrug out from under him that he realizes.


“Oops, sorry,” he apologizes, and I don’t miss the way his gaze lingers on my bare legs as he does.


I close my new denim jacket around me and catch the warning glare Isaiah shoots at him, causing the guy to shift his attention back to his own friends.


“He needs to keep his eyes to himself,” Isaiah mutters as he reaches down between us, using the leg of the chair to pull me as close to him as possible.


I can’t help but laugh. “Kind of like how you are right now?”


Isaiah blatantly checks me out, and in contrast, I don’t feel the need to hide every inch of my body this time. It must be this weird trust thing I’ve got going with him.


His smile is cheeky. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


I grab the cocktail list from the counter. “What are we drinking?”


“We? Jesus, Kenny, this is a first date. I didn’t realize we were a ‘we’ already.”


“At what point in the night do you become less obnoxious?”


He shrugs, eyes on the drink list. “I’ve been told it’s about three or four drinks in. So, what are we having?”


“I’m not sure. I’m not much of a drinker.”


“Never? Not even in college?”


“Not exactly. I was a little too busy studying for my MCATs to be throwing up keg stands.”


I was also a bit too busy trying to be perfect, but that’s a story for a different day.


His eyes crinkle at the corners, a little smile gracing his lips. “Do you want me to order a drink for you?”


“Are you going to order the most annoyingly oversized drink that will take me hours to get through since I’m only having one with you?”


“Nope. I’m going to order you a normal drink that I think you’ll like and by the end of it, if you still want to go back to your hotel, we’ll call it a night.”


I lift a brow in surprise. “Giving in already, Rhodes?”


“I’ve got faith that you’ll want to hang out with me a little longer than one.”


“How very cocky of you.”


“Self-assured,” he corrects.


Isaiah Rhodes is self-assured, but in this goofy, annoyingly charismatic manner that doesn’t feel too suffocating. He’s laid-back and easygoing in a way I can’t relate to.


But the years of being around him remind me that he’s also reckless and sometimes too carefree. He’s been the life of the party for as long as I’ve known him. He doesn’t think too far into the future or wonder about the consequences to his actions. He’s got this freedom about him, this ease and approachability that probably comes with being the younger brother of someone who always took on the responsibilities.


I can be honest and say I don’t know much more than that about him, but I would imagine that Isaiah Rhodes makes smart girls do stupid things. Which is why I’ve never given into or even thought about the constant flirting and the years of pickup lines he’s spewed my way.


He simply wants something he can’t have, and if I were to ever change my mind and give in, his thrill of the chase would be over.


“How do you feel about tequila?” he asks.


“I feel like it causes me to make poor decisions.”


“Perfect.” That signature smile is back before he turns towards the bartender and orders two of the same drink.


Isaiah keeps my high heels in his lap, his long legs open around my chair as he faces me. “When are you going to tell Dr. Fredrick to promote you?”


I exhale a startled laugh. “How long have you been waiting to ask me that?”


He looks at the watch on his wrist, his jaw ticking for some reason when he reads the time is a bit after midnight. “Three years as of today.”


“Three years?”


“We met on this day, three years ago, and I’ve wanted you to tell Dr. Fredrick to promote you every day since. You’re overqualified, Kenny, and I’m the only one who knows. You’re taping ankles and wrapping ice packs when you’re a literal fucking doctor.”


“You remember the exact date we met?” Because what the hell? I knew Isaiah had a superficial crush on me, but I’ve always kind of assumed it was simply an ongoing joke between him and his teammates.


The only woman on the staff? Oh, I for sure want to bang her. You know, that kind of thing.


“Kennedy, focus. The season is starting next week, and I think it’s time you say something. Hell, I want to say something. Fredrick has been giving you the worst shifts and the least amount of responsibility. Aren’t you over it?”


He remembers the day we met? Why? There was nothing significant about that day other than I got a new job. A job that I have come to love in a way, regardless that I don’t feel like I’m living up to my full potential. Yes, my boss is the worst, but I love the stakes of professional sports. The travel. The fans. The postseason high.


“I’m not going to say anything, and neither are you.”


“Ken—”


“I’m up for a promotion.”


He rears back slightly. “You are?”


“Not with the Warriors, but yes.”


Isaiah’s brown eyes roll as the bartender puts our drinks in front of us. “Let me guess. Atlanta wants to hire you.”


My stepbrother plays second baseman for Atlanta and while he’s one of my closest friends, Isaiah and Dean grew up in the same town and have a long-standing rivalry. Dean and I became family at the end of high school and didn’t become close until college, so I never knew about their history until my stepbrother showed up at Family Day in Chicago last season, only for the two of them to connect the dots.


“No, not Atlanta. San Francisco.”


Isaiah pauses with his drink partway to his lips. “California? But that’s . . . on the other side of the country.”


“Yes. But the weather is wonderful, and their team doctor is retiring after this season. Their second doctor doesn’t want the promotion so they’re looking for a replacement and my mentor, who I did a fellowship under, recommended me for the job.”


I can feel the excitement in my voice with every word. It’s my dream job, the job I spent my entire twenties preparing for, and I’m one of three final candidates for the position. I simply have to finish on a strong note with the Warriors this year, interview well when the time comes, and it could be mine.


“California,” Isaiah repeats, eyes searching my face.


I take a long swig of my drink, nodding enthusiastically at both the prospect of what next year could look like and how good this drink is. You can’t even taste the tequila.


“I’d be the first female lead doctor in the MLB.”


Isaiah’s lips curve at that. “As you should be. That’s amazing, Kenny. You deserve all the good things.”


I’m still trying to convince myself of that.


“But just so we’re clear,” he continues. “We’re not telling Dr. Fredrick he’s a misogynist piece of shit or that his view on women in sports is probably why his wife left him last year?”


A laugh bubbles out of me, the way it wants to most of the time I’m around Isaiah, though I typically don’t let it. “Not until I sign my new contract and I’m two thousand miles away.”


Isaiah sighs in resignation, sinking back into his seat. “California, huh? Did you know that’s my least favorite place?”


“And when did you decide that?”


“About two minutes ago.”


He finishes his drink in a few swigs, setting the glass back on the bar top. “I’ll walk you back to your hotel whenever you’re ready to go.”


Huh?


“That’s it? You buy me comfortable shoes and a warm jacket just for one drink that took more time to be prepared than it did for you to consume it?”


“You said one drink.”


“Maybe I changed my mind.”


Isaiah’s brows lift in surprise, his posture straightening from the defeated slump. “Are you saying you want to stay and have another drink with me, Kenny?”


I’ve never been one to be impulsive like him. Never been one to blur the line between work and fun, but there’s a comfortableness with Isaiah. A comfortableness I don’t let anyone else know about when I’m at work. Maybe it’s because he’s the only person in Chicago who knows about my secret and now, he’s the only one I can share this exciting news with.


Maybe it’s because the finish line is so close. I’m one season away from my dream job. So yeah, maybe I want to have a little fun. Maybe I want to turn off the perfectionist in me and be a little reckless after this weekend of hell.


“Yes.” I swallow down the rest of my cocktail. “I want to have another drink with you.”










Chapter 3


Isaiah


I have no fucking clue how I got here, having God knows how many drinks with Kennedy Kay. Somewhere along the way we left the Cosmo and made our way through three more bars. Or was it four now?


Fuck if I know.


Kennedy tossed her heels in a trash can on the strip, and I noted the red bottoms on those while I was carrying them, so I made sure to pull them right back out from the bin. Sober her would be pissed she threw away such expensive shoes.


She won a hundred bucks on the penny slots. We found ourselves in a karaoke bar without a single other person under the age of forty. I sang a rendition of Mariah Carey’s “Touch My Body” and we left as soon as the older women started taking the lyrics literally.


I took Kennedy to her first strip club where she promptly distributed all the ones in my wallet, and now we’re both utterly wasted, standing in front of the fountains outside of the Bellagio.


I think.


Fuck if I know where we are, but there’s music and lights and a slight breeze cooling my burning skin. Seriously, I’m on fire. Am I allergic to tequila, or have I just been blushing like a fucking idiot any time Kennedy slightly sways into me or grabs my forearm for support?


Tonight is the best night of my life.


“What?” Kennedy asks at my side.


Did I say that out loud?


Fuck it.


“I said, tonight is the best night of my life.”


She rolls those pretty eyes, but it’s more dramatic than usual because Kennedy is just as drunk as I am. “You’re just saying that.”


“I’m not.” Leaning my forearms down on the gate in front of me, I make myself eye level with her. “Kennedy, I have feelings for you.”


“They’ll pass.”


Her glazed eyes stay fixated on the water ahead of her.


“I’m serious, Ken. I’ve got a major crush.”


“A crush is just a lack of information.”


“Yeah, but I’m getting the information, and it’s only making me like you more. Let me get to know you. I’ve been trying to for three years now.”


Her attention finally snaps to me, her gaze perusing my face. “Why?”


“Because I like you.”


“You like everyone.”


Ouch.


She’s not wrong. At least, from what she knows about me. What she doesn’t know is that I haven’t even looked at another woman since the day I realized she stopped wearing her engagement ring.


So no, I don’t like everyone.


I like her.


She must note how that hit landed because she turns her body slightly, facing me. “Fine.” It’s a bit slurred. “What do you want to know?”


“Why did being at your stepsister’s bachelorette party make you so uncomfortable?”


She rolls her eyes again, and I can’t help but smile.


“My mother, she’s married to Mallory and Dean’s dad. Mallory, she’s my stepsister and you know Dean. You hate Dean. But Dean is my friend.”


Yep, she’s drunk.


“My mother, she insisted I be here. You know, because of how it looks for the family.”


“The family? You sound like you’re in the mafia.”


She ignores me. “And Mallory, she was quick to pick the last weekend I was free before baseball season started so I would have to attend.”


“You really didn’t want to be here.”


“She’s marrying my ex-fiancé, and I’m fairly certain the only reason she wanted me here this weekend was to rub it in my face.”


I must be far more wasted than I assumed because I know I didn’t hear that right. “What did you say?”


“She’s marrying my ex-fiancé.” Her tone holds no inflection. “The guy she only met because I was supposed to marry him, and he always came with me to social obligations. You know, that guy.”


Kennedy throws back the double shot of tequila we each took with us from the last bar.


“And you’re okay with this happening?”


She holds up her now-empty cup. “Does it look like I’m okay with this?”


“But . . . but what about your parents? They can’t be on board with this.”


“Oh, they love Connor.” She waves me off. “They agree he’ll be the perfect candidate to take over the family business, and since I couldn’t pull the trigger in all the years we were engaged, everyone is perfectly happy with my stepsister stepping in and doing so. Well, except Dean. You know Dean. You hate Dean.”


I do hate Dean.
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