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“IN THE END… 

We only regret the chances we didn’t take, the relationships we were afraid to have, and the decisions we waited too long to make.”

― Lewis Carroll
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BELLA

 

“I still cannot believe this is all yours…” Miller ducked his head to look out the passenger-side window from the driver’s seat.

“It’s not all mine—twenty-five percent is owned by an investment group.”

“Whatever. You’re still the queen of that castle. Are you sure you don’t want me to come in with you?”

I glanced over at the imposing building. “I love you for offering, but I think this is something I need to do by myself.”

“Okay. But I don’t have to be at the office until this afternoon, so if you change your mind, just give me a call.” He winked. “You may need an assistant to go ahead of you into the locker room and make sure all of those sweaty football players are decent before you walk in.”

I leaned over and kissed Miller’s cheek with a chuckle. “You’re such a giver. Thank you again for driving me.”

I opened the car door and paused, taking a deep breath as I stared at the tremendous arena. Up ahead was a guy wearing a hoodie and carrying what looked like at least a dozen pizza boxes.

Miller pointed. “Shouldn’t you go in a different entrance than the delivery people?”

“I have no damn idea. But if my lovely siblings have anything to do with it, I’m sure my entrance will lead straight to a dungeon.”

“Don’t let those spoiled, rich pricks intimidate you. And straighten your damn glasses. They’re crooked again.”

I sighed and pushed my glasses up my nose. “I’ll do my best.”

The walk from the parking lot to the entrance of Bruins Stadium felt a lot like walking a gang plank, especially since I knew there were sharks waiting for me inside. When I got close to the door, I noticed a few people milling around with cameras. I wasn’t sure if they were here for me, since I’d had people camped out in front of my apartment again lately, or if maybe they’d come because the players were practicing today. But I lowered my head to avoid eye contact and kept walking until I was safely inside. A security officer stopped me two steps into the building.

“Can I help you?”

“Ummm, yes. I work here.”

“Never saw you before. New?”

I nodded. “Today is technically my first day.”

He picked up a clipboard. “Name?”

“Bella Keating.”

He scanned his list and pointed to the X-ray machine a few feet away. “Just like the airport. Cell phones, laptops, and any other electronic devices have to be removed from your bag and run through the machine. When you’re done, wait on the yellow line to be called before walking through the metal detector.”

I followed the instructions and set my cell phone in a small round dish before placing my laptop in a larger gray tray. Two more security officers stood talking on the other side of the metal detector while I waited on the yellow line. Up ahead, I watched as the pizza guy with the hoodie stopped to talk to a woman. She twirled her hair and giggled at something he said before he got into the elevator car and disappeared. A few seconds later, the doors to the adjoining car slid open and a young guy wearing a suit walked out. His nose was buried in his phone as he strolled toward security. When he finally looked up, his eyes widened and his casual amble turned to a sprint. I glanced behind me, wondering who he was running for.

“Ms. Keating! I’m so sorry I’m late.” He frowned at the two security guards who, until now, had been ignoring me in favor of quoting stats about last weekend’s game, while I waited patiently on the yellow line as instructed. “Excuse me. Do you know who this is that you have waiting?”

The guard who had checked my ID shrugged. “Last name’s Keating, right? She’s new here.”

Suit Guy put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “And what’s the name of the new owner of the team? The person whose name will be on your next paycheck?”

The guard’s eyes grew wide. “Holy crap. You’re Ms. Keating?”

I hesitated before nodding. “Yes, I’m Bella Keating.”

“I’m very sorry.” He took my elbow and guided me to walk through the metal detector. It buzzed as I passed through, and I stopped, but the guard waved it off. “It’s fine. You don’t need to go through security at all.”

The young guy in the suit shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ms. Keating. I wasn’t expecting you until later. I was coming down to make sure security knew you would be here today, and to tell them to call me as soon as you arrived.” He extended his hand. “I’m Josh Sullivan, your assistant. Well, I mean, I was Mr. Barrett’s assistant. We’ve spoken on the phone a few times.”

“Oh, sure…Josh.” I smiled. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Would you like me to give you a tour of the arena, or would you prefer to go straight to your office?”

Considering I wasn’t even sure I had an office, I figured that would be as good a place to start as any. “My office would be great.”

Josh held his hand out for me to walk first. I took a few steps, but then remembered my stuff had gone through the X-ray machine, and I’d never collected it. I pointed. “Almost forgot my electronics.”

In the elevator, Josh inserted a keycard into a slot on the button panel. “You can’t access the executive suites without a security card. I have a set of cards and a bunch of keys you’ll be needing waiting for you in your office.”

“Thank you.”

The top floor of executive suites was nothing like my old, dingy office. The bright halls were decorated with framed action shots of players and an array of awards and accolades. When we came to the end of the hall, Josh took keys out of his pocket and unlocked the door.

“This is your office.” He pushed the door open, but stepped aside for me to enter.

“This is an office?”

He chuckled. “It is, and it’s all yours.”

I walked over to the long wall of glass that looked down into the stadium. A few athletes were out on the field below, stretching. “You do know I’ve asked Tom Lauren to stay on as acting team president, the position he’s held since John Barrett passed, right? I’m co-president, but it’s just in name. I have a lot to learn. So maybe Tom should have this office.”

Josh smiled. “His isn’t too shabby. It’s down the hall. I booked you a sit-down with him at eleven today, and there’s a luncheon staff meeting at twelve thirty. Then at four, you have a quick meet and greet with the team when practice ends. Otherwise, your calendar is wide open so you can get settled in.”

“Okay, great.”

“By the way, do you prefer an electronic calendar, a physical planner, or both?”

“I would prefer a physical planner, if you don’t mind.”

He smiled again. “Your father did, too. Sometimes old school just works better.”

I nodded. Keeping a paper-and-pen calendar wasn’t that unique, yet I clung to that tiny bit of information about John Barrett. I knew so little about him, but I had a feeling that would change quickly now that I was here.

Josh motioned to the window. “Practice starts at ten, so it’ll fill up soon.” He pointed to the biggest desk I’d ever seen. “I ordered you a new laptop and set you up on the team’s management portal. It gives you access to everything you’ll want to know about the team and the individual athletes—stats by player, injuries, medical reports, salary, discipline reports—you name it, there’s a report for it in there.” He motioned to a door on the wall behind the desk. “That leads to a private bathroom. It’s equipped with a shower and a massage room.”

“Massage room?”

“Mr. Barrett often utilized the team’s massage therapists. I can set you up with whatever appointments you’d like.” He walked over to a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. “All of the team’s playbooks are printed out and shelved, as are dossiers on each team member. There are also books on potential recruits the recruiting staff is following and a book on all players within the league whose contracts are up in the next twelve months. Through that door—”

Josh suddenly stopped. My eyes had still been stuck on the dozens of thick books on the many shelves. When they shifted back to his, he smiled. “I’m sorry. This must be a lot to take in, and I’m rambling, aren’t I?”

“It’s fine.”

“Why don’t I go grab us both some coffee and give you a few minutes to settle in?”

I exhaled loudly. “That would be great. Thank you, Josh.”

He closed the door behind him, and I stood in the center of the giant space. It was surreal that I was here, not to mention that this was my office. I’d barely gotten to look back over it all when the door burst open and my nightmare of a half-sister walked in.

“Ready to call it quits yet?” Drizella snarked.

Of course, Drizella wasn’t her real name, but that’s how Miller and I referred to my new half-siblings, Drizella and Anastasia—the evil stepsisters from Cinderella.

I plastered on a fake smile. “Good morning, Tiffany.”

She sneered. “This is such a joke. I can’t believe you’re going to attempt to run the team. Have you ever even watched a game?”

I ignored her. “I’m glad you agreed to stay on. Your experience is obviously invaluable.”

“Of course I’m invaluable. Because I know football. Unlike you.”

“Well, I’m hoping I can learn a lot from you.” I smiled sweetly. Over the last two years, since my life had been turned upside down, I’d figured out that the best way to combat Tiffany’s evil was to bludgeon her with kindness and compliments. She only knew how to fight with me. So after a while, if I didn’t take the bait, she’d lose the wind in her sail and float away. And that’s exactly what happened now. She turned and strutted her too-skinny ass back to the door. As she did, the pizza delivery guy passed by. It was the third time I’d noticed him, and it dawned on me that it was a little strange.

“Who gets pizza delivered before eight AM? What place is even open that early?”

Tiffany glanced down the hallway after the guy and turned back with an evil smile. “You want to make yourself useful?”

I assumed it was a rhetorical question, but she waited for an actual response. I sighed. “Of course, Tiffany.”

She pointed down the hall. “That pizza delivery guy has been harassing women. Only last week he made a comment about my ass. As the new leader of this organization, perhaps you can let him know behavior like that will not be tolerated.”

I blinked. “Oh. Wow. That’s terrible.”

“That’s why I’m suggesting you do something about it. Unless you’re too busy…or maybe you don’t care how the women here are treated.”

“Of course I care.”

“Then I look forward to hearing how your discussion goes. I’ll see you at the staff meeting later.”

Tiffany huffed and disappeared. I figured I’d speak to Josh about the delivery guy when he returned, but a minute later, hoodie guy passed by my door yet again. This time the pizza boxes were gone. I normally dreaded confrontation, but I was going to have to get used to it if I was going to do this job. So I walked out into the hall.

“Excuse me…”

The guy turned around.

Damn. This close he was really good looking.

He pointed to himself. “Are you talking to me?”

“Yes. Do you think we can speak for a moment?”

He flashed a megawatt smile that was pretty damn dazzling. His teeth might’ve actually gleamed a bit. No wonder this guy thought he could say and do whatever he wanted. Though being handsome certainly didn’t give him the right to harass women.

Hoodie guy followed me to my office. I stepped aside and extended my hand. “Please, come in.”

I closed the door behind me before offering my hand. “I’m Bella Keating.”

“I know who you are. I’ve seen your picture in the paper.” He clasped my hand. “Christian. It’s good to meet you.”

“Obviously this isn’t the ideal topic of conversation when you first meet someone, but I’m afraid I need to discuss a complaint I’ve received about you.”

Christian’s forehead wrinkled. “Complaint? What kind of complaint?”

“One of the employees has informed me that you’ve been harassing women here at the Bruins. She mentioned one particular instance where you made a comment about her backside.”

Christian’s eyebrows jumped. “Harassing? I don’t think so. Some of the women like to flirt, but they’re just fooling around.”

“That’s actually a common problem. One person thinks they’re flirting, but the other person feels like they’re being harassed. The line between the two can often be very blurry. Here at the Bruins, we have a zero-tolerance policy for harassment, so I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to refrain from delivering your pies here in the future. What pizza place do you work for?”

“Pizza place?”

“Yes, I’d like to know who your employer is.”

The guy’s full lips curved to a grin as he planted his hands on his hips. “You don’t know who my employer is?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t be asking.”

He chuckled and walked toward the door. “I gotta go. But it was fun meeting you, Bella.”

I couldn’t believe the audacity of this guy. He was laughing? “You know I don’t find sexual harassment funny, nor do I take approaching someone to discuss a complaint lodged against them lightly. I wasn’t going to call your boss, but I think perhaps I should, considering how flippant you’re being.”

“By all means, call her. That oughta make for an interesting conversation.” He opened my door and looked back over his shoulder. “And hey, as long as I’m harassing people, I might as well tell you that you’re much cuter than your pictures in the paper. Would you like to have dinner sometime?”

My mouth dropped open. Before I could close it, Josh returned. He lifted his chin to the delivery guy. “What’s up, Christian. I guess you met the boss?”

“Sure did. Bella here wants to know what pizza place I work for. Maybe you can fill her in. She’d also like my boss’s number. Gotta run.” Christian blew me a kiss. “Later, beautiful. By the way, your glasses are a little crooked.”

Josh held out a coffee, shaking his head. “That was weird.”

“Tell me about it.” I adjusted my glasses on my face. “I hope you know who he works for.”

Josh thumbed toward the door. “Christian?”

“Yes?”

“Well, since you own the team now, I guess he works for you.”

My nose wrinkled. “The pizza delivery guy works for the team?”

Josh studied my face. “Oh crap. You have no idea who that was, do you?”

“Uhhh…the pizza delivery guy?”

“That was Christian Knox. The starting quarterback for the Bruins and your team’s captain.”

I shut my eyes. I’m going to kill Drizella.

 


[image: ]



 

“How was your first day?”

My head lolled back against the headrest the moment I pulled Miller’s car door shut. “Do you remember what happened on my first day when we worked together in college?”

“You mean Mr. Big Balls?”

“The one and only.”

“What about him?”

“My mistake with him was less embarrassing than today.”

In our sophomore year, Miller had gotten me a job at the place he worked—he did tech support for a payroll-software company. I should’ve known before I started that it was a bad idea. Clients would call in when they had a problem, and we’d share our screens, showing them the steps to get through the issue with our software. There was also a chat box on the bottom of the screen where you could see the client’s profile picture and they could see yours. Third client into my shift, this guy pops in for some help, and his profile pic shows him standing. I could see down to his mid-thigh. I swear, to this day, I still have no idea what was going on in that photo, but on my screen it looked like he had giant balls. I don’t mean a pronounced bulge. I mean two round softballs trying to escape from his pants. I managed to get through the support chat, but before we disconnected, I took a screenshot of the profile pic with my phone so I could show it to Miller. Then I thought I disconnected the guy. You can see where this is going already…

Long story short, I proceeded to send the screenshot to Miller through our employee DM chat, where we had a lengthy discussion about whether balls could grow that big. I even did things like google conditions that could cause testicular swelling and then searched the guy on social media to see if his profile picture had been distorted somehow or if he really looked like that. Needless to say, I hadn’t actually disconnected, so Mr. Big Balls had watched everything I’d done on his screen before he called my boss. Miller and I were both fired, and my very first day became my very last.

“What could you have done that’s worse than Mr. Big Balls?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe mistake the best quarterback in the league for the pizza delivery guy and then give him a lecture on sexual harassment in the workplace.”

Miller’s eyes flashed to me and back to the road. “What the hell happened?”

“Drizella happened.”

“But how can you not recognize him? You memorized the statistics of every player on the team.”

“You know me and faces don’t mix well. I memorized his numbers, not his appearance—which, by the way, is breathtaking. The man’s jawline could make a sculptor weep.”

Miller shook his head. “I hate to tell you, but you’re not building algorithms anymore. You’re going to have to start paying attention to people. Use the tricks you’ve always used when you had to put faces together with names.”

I pouted. “I’m not a people person. I’m a mathematician.”

“Not anymore, princess. You’re a billionairess who owns an NFL team.”

“I think I want to go back to my old job. I’m done peopling.”

Miller chuckled. “You’ll get better at it. I promise.”
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CHRISTIAN

 

“Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in. Took ya long enough.”

I walked over to Coach and automatically went to extend my right hand, but caught myself at the last second and offered my left. Coach’s right side had been impaired since his stroke a few years back. It was also the reason he used a wheelchair.

We shook. “How’s riding the bench treating you?” he asked.

I patted him on the shoulder with my free hand. “I like it about as much as you like riding this chair, old man.”

Coach chuckled. Marvin “Coach” Barrett and I had been busting balls as far back as my pee-wee football days. He’d been my first football coach, but he was also the father of John Barrett, one of the greatest football players of all time and the owner of the New York Bruins. Well, John had been the owner until he passed away from pancreatic cancer two years ago. Now the organization was apparently being run by a woman who thought I was the pizza delivery guy and lectured me on sexual harassment.

“So what’s going on? How’s the recovery?” Coach asked.

I’d had surgery to reattach a torn ligament to my knee a month ago, after being injured in a game. “I feel good. I’m killing it at physical therapy, and my knee hasn’t been this limber since my college days. But Doc won’t sign off for me to come back for at least three more weeks.”

“I’m sure they know best. Remember that time you cracked two teeth in the third quarter of a game in middle school? You didn’t tell anyone until the game was over because you were afraid they would make you sit out the last eight minutes. And if I remember correctly, your team was up by more than twenty points, too. You had to get nine stitches because you cut up the inside of your mouth so badly. It looked like you ate a razor blade. Doctor’s right for not trusting you to make the decision yourself.”

I waved him off. “You want to go outside and get some fresh air?”

“Yeah, why not? Walking around with you is better than walking around with a puppy. All the ladies want to stop and coo, and I get a good visual from where I’m sitting—right at chest level, if you know what I mean.”

I chuckled. “Still a dirty old man.”

Outside, Coach and I walked around his little neighborhood. After his stroke, he’d moved into a continuous care retirement community. He had his own townhouse and lived pretty independently, but there were healthcare workers and others on staff to provide extra support from time to time. We walked around the lake and into the park, where we often played checkers when I visited.

“Should I kick your ass again today?” He snickered.

“You got lucky last time. I was still on painkillers, so don’t let it go to your head. Besides, even a blind squirrel finds a nut sometimes.”

Coach cackled. “Still a sore loser, I see.”

“You want to put your money where your mouth is?”

“Okay, but I don’t need your money. If I win, you’re bringing me a pastrami on rye from Katz’s deli.”

“Fine.” I scratched my chin, thinking about my wager. “When I win, you’re going to wear a T-shirt with my face on it and sit in the visiting team’s bleacher seats at the next home game.”

“That’s just cruel.” He grinned. “I like it.”

I positioned Coach on one side of the concrete checkers table and set up the board. “Age before beauty. You go first.”

Coach slid one of his black checkers forward into a square. “So have you met my granddaughter yet? She was supposed to take the helm this week.”

“I did. Yesterday. She’s…interesting.”

“She’s the whole package, that one. Smart and pretty. Graduated first in her class at Yale. Too bad I couldn’t be proud when it happened, considering I didn’t know she existed at the time.”

When I visited Coach, our talks almost always centered on the game, not our personal lives. So I only knew what most people knew from reading the papers—that his son John Barrett had left the team to a daughter he’d never acknowledged while he was alive, and not to his two daughters who already worked for the organization. The newspapers had followed the story for more than two years while his family contested the will, and the final appeal decision had only come down a few weeks ago. So I was definitely curious about Bella Keating.

“Have you met her?” I asked.

Coach nodded. “She comes to visit almost every Saturday morning. First time she came was a few weeks after the will was read. She was looking for answers I didn’t have. Like why my dumbass son didn’t acknowledge her existence while he was alive.”

I’d had no idea. “How do you think she’s going to handle running the team?”

“I think Bella’s going to surprise everyone.” He wagged his crooked finger. “You know, she used to develop algorithms to determine the buying patterns of millions of people. She’s not going to have a problem learning a sport that two blockheads like us could master. Bella just needs to get out of her head and work on her people skills. She’ll get there.”

People skills like recognizing the players on her team might be a good place to start. I kept that thought to myself. No good ever came of criticizing another man’s family, even if the person was a new addition.

Coach pushed a checker forward. “She doesn’t look much like her sisters, does she?”

Definitely not. Tiffany and Rebecca were tall and rail thin, with olive skin and dark hair and eyes like their father. They were attractive, but there was something harsh about them—maybe it was their angular jaws or their eyes; I wasn’t sure. But Bella had porcelain skin with bright green eyes and auburn hair. Her full lips curved into a cute little V at the top center, almost forming a bow. She was probably only five foot three at best, but she had curves in all the right places. Thinking about her thick-rimmed glasses, slightly crooked on her face, made me smile. “No, I didn’t notice any resemblance,” I told him. “What’s the story about why John left the team to her and not Tiffany and Rebecca, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Coach shrugged. “Only thing I know for sure is what he wrote in the letter he left with his will—that those two are spoiled enough. I couldn’t agree more. And he apologized for leaving Bella to struggle after her mom died. Bella’s mother was Rose, a real sweet lady. She worked for Bruins Stadium as a hospitality manager in the luxury boxes. That’s a fancy title for putting up with a bunch of rich people’s shit and serving drinks and whatnot to guests who probably didn’t even say thank you. I met Rose plenty of times over the years, but never had any clue that something was going on with my son. I suspect the reason he left the team to Bella was because he had a lot of guilt he wanted to get off his chest in his final months. Rose and Bella didn’t have an easy life, especially after Rose died when Bella was only a teenager. But don’t worry, unlike my son, Bella is as stand-up as they come. Do you know she offered to sign the team over to me? I had to talk her out of not handing it over to her bratty damn siblings, too. She didn’t feel like it should have gone to her because she hadn’t done anything to earn it.” He shook his head. “Can you imagine the other two thinking they needed to earn anything? I love ’em, but my other granddaughters think it’s their birthright to inherit the Earth.”

I didn’t know Rebecca that well, but Tiffany was definitely entitled. A few months back she’d decided she was entitled to some of my dick and called me into her office to take it. She’d started to strip out of her clothes like she was the only one who decided if we fucked. But I wasn’t going there. Don’t get me wrong, she was attractive. It wouldn’t have been a hardship to give her what she wanted, but a woman like that is never satisfied with just a lay. She’s waaayy more work than I was up for.

Over the next hour, I beat Coach at checkers three times. He now had to wear a T-shirt with my face on it, hold up one of those big foam fingers with my number on it, and hang my jersey from a pole attached to his wheelchair, flying it like a flag. I’d still bring him his damn sandwich from Katz’s deli next time I stopped by, though, because the guy was more like a father to me than my own ever was.

At the end of my visit, I made sure he was settled back in his living room in his electric recliner before I said goodbye. “Anything you need before I go?”

He shook his head. “I’m all good. But can you do me one favor?”

“Name it.”

“Check in on Bella for me from time to time. I can’t imagine too many people in that ivory tower are happy with her steering the boat. She could probably use a friend.”

I patted his shoulder. “Sure. I’ll see if she likes pizza and bring some by…”
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Two days later, I was upstairs at the arena for a meeting with Carl Robbins, VP of Community Relations. I was scheduled to toss the ball around tomorrow afternoon with some of the kids from the youth league the team sponsored, but my coach was being a stickler about my restrictions and had pulled the plug on me even doing that. Instead, they wanted me to give a talk about the hard work it took to get to the NFL. Carl had written some bullet points, as if I couldn’t figure out what to tell kids even though I was the one who’d managed to get here. Whatever. I knew he meant well, and some of the guys on the team would’ve made him write every word they were going to say for an appearance.

Carl liked to talk, so he was still rattling on as he walked me to the door of his office at the end of our session. I stepped out into the hall and tried to cut him off politely, but did a double take upon finding a certain green-eyed beauty heading right toward me. Bella’s steps faltered, giving Carl someone new to yammer at.

“Bella,” he bellowed. “Have you had a chance to meet Christian Knox yet?”

Her eyes jumped to me and back to Carl. I figured she was trying to figure out how much to say, so I decided to have a little fun and answer first.

“We actually met the other day.” I grinned. “Bella asked me for some recommendations on local places to order lunch. I suggested Three Brothers’ Pizza, though I told her she might want to pick it up because their delivery guy has been having some issues lately.”

Bella’s lip twitched. “Hi, Christian. It’s good to see you again.”

“Christian here is going to give a speech over at the youth league we sponsor,” Carl said. “I’m still putting together the list you asked me for of charitable events you might get involved with, but this is one you’d probably like. It’s an all-girls’ football team here in the City. They’re really good, too.”

“Oh really? An all-girls’ team? That does sound interesting.” Bella nodded toward her office. “I have to run to a meeting in a few minutes, but Christian, maybe you could tell me a little bit more about it.”

“Of course.” I shook Carl’s hand and told him I’d see him tomorrow afternoon. Then I followed Bella down the hall. I couldn’t help noticing her great ass, but I forced my eyes back up as fast as they fell, not wanting another sexual-harassment lecture.

Inside her office, she closed the door behind us.

“Maybe you shouldn’t shut that.” I folded my arms across my chest. “I wouldn’t want you to think I was trying to get you alone so I could harass you.”

Bella sighed. “I deserve that. And it seems you figured out that I had mistaken you for someone else.”

“The womanizing pizza delivery guy…”

“I owe you a big apology. My half-sister apparently had a little fun at my expense. Though I need to take responsibility for my mistake. I should have recognized you.”

I wasn’t really mad. Once I’d realized she wasn’t actually accusing me of harassing someone, I found it kind of amusing. So I let her off the hook with a shrug. “Apology accepted.”

“Really?”

“Would it make you feel better if you had to grovel first?”

She sighed again. “Actually, it probably would. People being nice around here makes me suspicious.”

“Not a friendly reception, I take it?”

“My sisters hate my guts, and the mostly male staff all use a patronizing tone.”

“You want to know how I would handle those people?”

“How?”

“Fuck ’em. Ignore them all and do your own thing.” I tapped two fingers to my temple. “Don’t let them get in your head.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.” She smiled. “Why were you carrying all those pizza boxes at eight o’clock in the morning anyway?”

“It’s a tradition. When we win a home game, everyone gets pizza for breakfast the next morning, courtesy of Three Brothers’ Pizza. The owner’s a huge fan and has been doing it for longer than I’ve been around. Whatever sucker is out on injured reserve has to go get them.”

“What if you lose?”

I frowned. “No pizza.”

Bella laughed. “Do you think we can put the pizza-delivery incident behind us and start over? Pretend this is the first time we met?”

“I thought we already did, but alright.” I extended my hand. “Christian Knox. It’s nice to meet you.”

She put her hand in mine. “Bella Keating. I’m excited to meet you, Christian. I’m a big fan.”

I raised a brow. “Think that might be pushing it, since you didn’t even know what I looked like.”

“I don’t usually tell people this, but my being unable to place a face isn’t from lack of interest. I have prosopagnosia.”

“Prosopo—what?”

“Prosopagnosia. It’s the inability to recognize people by their faces.”

“That’s an actual thing?”

She smiled. “It is. It’s a cognitive disorder often caused by a head injury, but it can be congenital, too. I fell off the monkey bars at the park when I was five, and it affected the fusiform gyrus, which is the part of the brain that controls recognition.”

“No shit?”

“Brad Pitt has it too. Though I think his is congenital.” Bella laughed. “I don’t even know why I just told you any of that. I’ve only ever told three people about my condition. I can hide it pretty well by memorizing non-facial cues about a person, such as their walk, or voice, or the way they dress. Even a necklace a person wears or their build can help me identify them better than a face.”

“You told me because you didn’t want my ego to be bruised.”

“I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t a fan. Because I am. I’ve studied your career.”

I rubbed my lip with my thumb. “You’ve studied me, huh?”

She straightened. “Sixty-seven-point-four completion rate last year. Five-thousand-two-hundred-and-seventy-four yards. Forty-four touchdowns and eight interceptions. The season before that, sixty-one-point-eight completion rate, four-thousand-six-hundred-and-eleven yards, forty touchdowns, and twelve interceptions. The year before that, sixty-four-point-two completion rate, four-thousand-nine-hundred-and-six yards, forty-three touchdowns, and twelve interceptions. You went to Notre Dame for college, where you led the Fighting Irish to two league championships. You have a twin brother—identical not fraternal—who is also a quarterback. He was on injured reserve this week, the same as you, though he’s due to come back Sunday, and you will most likely be out for another few weeks. And you have a second brother, who played for Michigan State but didn’t make it to the NFL. I believe that brother is a cop in New Jersey.”

“Who was my pee-wee team’s football coach?”

Her face fell. “I don’t know. But I’m hoping that’s not relevant to prove my point, that I know who you are as a player, even if I didn’t recognize your face.”

I shook my pointer at her. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. You can’t figure out everything through facts and figures. You’re not building algorithms anymore.”

She tilted her head. “Sounds like you’ve done your homework, too. You know what I previously did for a living…”

My phone alarm buzzed. I slipped it from my pocket and turned it off. “I gotta run. Practice starts in ten minutes. I’m not allowed on the field while I’m injured, but I can sure as hell coach the guy keeping my spot warm from the sidelines. Maybe we can talk about the all-girls’ youth team another time?”

Bella smiled. “Sure. And thank you again for being so understanding about the other day.”

I nodded and walked toward the door. “By the way, just to be clear, is it sexual harassment when two people work together and one of them asks the other out?”

“I think if it’s done in a manner so that the other party feels comfortable saying no, if they’re not interested, it wouldn’t be considered harassment.”

I let my eyes do a quick sweep over Bella as she watched. “Good to know. I hope I see you around, Bella.”
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“Why are you sitting over here?”

The following week, I attended my first official home game as the team’s owner. Right before halftime, I’d been sitting in the owner’s box with friends when the jumbotron zoomed in on a man in the visiting team’s bleacher seats. My grandfather. I knew he had season tickets right behind the home team bench, so I went down to check on him.

My brows furrowed when I saw his shirt. “And what in heaven’s name are you wearing?” I bent for a closer look.

“Lost a damn bet with Knox.”

Oh my God, is that Christian’s face? “What bet did you lose?”

“He beat me at checkers, so I have to sit here with all this dumb shit on.”

“Why were you playing checkers with Christian?”

“Because he’s a sore loser. I won last time, so he had to have a rematch.”

I shook my head. “But why were you playing with him at all?”

My grandfather shrugged. “You’ve seen the outdoor park in my complex…”

“Yes? What about it?”

“They have those concrete tables with checkerboards painted on the top.”

“Okay…”

“We sometimes stop there when we go out for a walk.”

I was still confused. “Christian comes to see you?”

“Once or twice a month. He used to come to my team’s practices, but since I retired, he comes to the house instead.”

“I didn’t realize you two were friendly.”

“Ever since I coached his pee-wee football team—too many years ago for me to count. I followed his career through the years after that, made your father come down and watch a few of his high school games. That’s how he became interested in Knox for the Bruins.”

Pee-wee football. And here I’d thought Christian was poking fun at me for being a stats geek and not knowing people so well. I had no idea my grandfather had been his coach.

“Well, the jumbotron found you sitting on the visitor side, and the announcers are having a field day with it. Why don’t you come up to the owner’s box for the rest of the game?”

He shook his head. “No can do. I’m no deadbeat. A bet’s a bet.”

I sighed. “Okay…well, my friend Miller is here with some friends, so I’m going to go back up. But I’ll come back down in a little bit to keep you company.”

“You enjoy your friends. I’m fine right here by myself watching the game.”

I smiled. “I’ll be back anyway.”

The second half had already started by the time I made my way back to the fancy skybox. “Is everything alright with your grandfather?” Miller asked.

“Yeah, he’s fine. Apparently he lost a bet, so that’s why he’s sitting on the opposing side, wearing a T-shirt with Christian Knox’s face on it.”

“Sounds like something we would do.” Miller sipped his wine and motioned to the private seating area outside where his new boyfriend, Trent, and Trent’s brother, Travis, were sitting. “So what do you think of Trav?”

I squinted. “I thought you said this wasn’t a fix up.”

“It’s not. But he has a great smile, doesn’t he?”

Sadly, I hadn’t even noticed. Though I had noticed, from all the way up here, that Christian Knox had a fantastic one as he stood on the sidelines. It was less of a smile and more of a smirk. On his official player photo, you could see one dimple. But in some of the interviews I’d watched this week, a second one made an appearance too. And no, I hadn’t stalked. I’d done research. I was the team owner now and needed to know who my players were. At least that was what I’d told myself on more than one occasion as I clicked on his photo in the team portal.

I shrugged. “I guess so. But you know I just started dating Julian.”

“Not dating. Date. You had one. Speaking of which, has he called yet?”

“No, but it’s only been a week.”

“I called Trent five minutes after our date ended to see if he wanted to go out again. He was literally still on my block, walking to the train he takes home.”

“Not everyone likes to go at warp speed in relationships like you do. Besides, I’ve known Julian a long time. He’s not the type of guy to rush into things, even with projects when we worked together. It was one of the things that gave us a lot of compatibility when I was doing the math on us.”

“The math on us.” Miller scoffed. “I know you’re a math genius, but not everything can be solved using a formula. If you’re going to pick men to date with some sort of dumb algorithm you developed—”

I interrupted. “I didn’t develop the algorithm. I used the Gale-Shapley model. It’s been proven to work for dating apps like Hinge, college admissions, and matching residents to hospitals. It’s a solid solution to stable matching problems. The developers won the Nobel Prize for it. Besides, you’re the one who pushed me to find someone I could have a long-term relationship with so…” I made air quotes. “I don’t wind up an old maid.”

“I meant to go out and meet people or go out with a guy more than five times, not feed all the men you know into a database.”

“You have your ways of doing things, and I have mine.”

“Fine. But if you’re going to score men, you should at least know the deets on Travis. He’s single, a contractor, has an eight twelve credit score, drives a Tesla, and owns his own home. He also doesn’t purchase single-use plastic bottles because he’s concerned about the environment.”

“And you’re telling me this because today was not a setup.”

Miller grinned. “That’s right.”

“I’m going to grab a drink and go back outside to watch the game.”

He guzzled the remnants of his wine and held the glass out to me. “As long as you’re at it… I need to tinkle.”

Travis smiled when we joined them outside. Miller was right; his smile was nice. But I found myself comparing it to Christian’s. Which was absolutely ridiculous.

“So, what’s it like running a football team?” he asked.

“Well, it’s only been two weeks, but it’s pretty much meeting after meeting. I’m not used to that. I think a lot of people really like to hear themselves talk.”

Travis chuckled. “I’m not a meeting person either. I actually changed my career because of that.”

“Miller said you’re a contractor. What did you do before?”

“I went to school to be an architect. Once I graduated, it took me less than a year to realize that while I loved building things, I wasn’t cut out for the job. I spent more than half my time in meetings with owners, inspectors, the building department, or my bosses. So I quit and bought a house that was falling down near me. Moved into one room while I fixed it up, and then I sold it. A friend of my dad’s loved the renovations I’d done and asked me to work on his summer home. Things snowballed from there, and I transitioned to being a contractor.”

“Do you like owning your own business?”

He turned in his seat to face me. “I do. The good thing about being the boss is that if you don’t like parts of your job, you can assign those to someone else. My assistant handles all the building-department issues, and my site manager handles all the homeowner issues. So I pretty much get to focus on the building part, which is what I like.”

“Well, that’s something to look forward to. I’m pretty sure I don’t even know all the different parts of my job yet.”

“You will soon enough. When I started at the architecture firm, I found myself asking tons of questions of the contractors I’d work with. Looking back, I realize I was more interested in that job than the one I was hired to do, from the very beginning.”

I smiled. “I asked a million questions of the Director of Analytics the other day.”

“What does he do, exactly?”

“He keeps all the statistics the coaches use to manage the players and prepare for games against each opponent.”

“I guess that’s up your alley?”

I tapped the three-ring binder sitting on my lap. I’d been jotting things down in it all day. “I’ve started working on an algorithm that predicts game stats, just for fun, in my spare time. I’m better with numbers than people.”

“I don’t know about that. You’re doing pretty well right now.”

He seemed like a sweet-enough guy, but I needed to stay focused on the team, and talking to him kept me from tracking the stats I wanted to record. So a little while later, I excused myself and went to go sit with my grandfather. I learned more spending a quarter and a half next to him than I had reading a hundred books on football over the last two years.

When the game was over, I’d started to wheel him from the row when Christian Knox appeared on the sideline directly beneath us.

He banged on the backstop wall. “Nice shirt, old man!”

“I’m going to use it as a rag when I get home,” my grandfather yelled. “By the way, you looked great out there today… Oh wait, that wasn’t you who led the team to victory. It was the guy gunning for your job.”

Christian clutched his chest. “Low blow, Coach. Low blow.”

The two men smiled. Christian lifted his chin to me. “What’s going on, boss lady?”

“Not much. Just got more of an education on the sport of football in an hour than I did over the last two years trying to learn it on my own.”

“It’s annoying as hell, isn’t it? I think I know it all until I sit with him. You guys sticking around for a while?” He thumbed over his shoulder. “I gotta run to the post-game meeting. But I can grab the PT van from Doc and give you a ride home, if you want, Coach.” He looked at me. “It’s wheelchair accessible, and they don’t care when I take it to drive him.”
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